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Chapter 1 


The Special Path Taken by Darth Vader and All It Entails or: 
Sonderweg 
Chapter I: Erneuerung 


He did not mean to fall with Sidious when he threw him off the edge. 
Perhaps the Emperor had latched onto him in one final hate-filled 
gambit to ensure he wasn't alone in his demise; perhaps he had 
simply slipped from the added weight in his weakened condition. 
There was no use in wondering about it. 


He was falling. 


Vader knew what lay in wait for him at the end of this shaft. Indeed, 
even if he had managed to keep his footing his death was already 
inevitable; the Emperor's lightning had seen to that. So he did not 
fear the end, rather he accepted it, embraced it even. It was not only 
the end of his life but the end of his enslavement to the Sith; it was 
the end of the torture he had put his children through for nigh on five 
years. 


He was content with that. More than content 


You would be so proud, Padme... For the first time he was thankful 
that both Luke and Leia had inherited their mother's disdain for 
authoritarian institutions and her firm dedication for doing what was 
right. The Empire could have been so much better, something truly 
great and wondrous for the galaxy, but so long as Palpatine ruled it 
would be nothing else than a black and decadent parasite. It was 
better this way, he was certain his children could give the galaxy a 
chance to truly heal from the madness that had plagued it since the 
Clone Wars. 


You are what the Jedi need Luke, a fresh and open mind. You will 
make the Order what it was meant to be; a protector of those who 
can't protect themselves. 


| am proud of you, my son... 


He closed his eyes as his fall took him ever closer to the bottom of 
the shaft, and as he experienced his final moments on this plane of 
existence Darth Vader, Lord of the Sith and Supreme Commander 
of the Imperial Fleets, had one last, fleeting thought. 


Would that | could do it again... 


After that he knew nothing. 
Well, nothing that he would remember anyway. 
He did not know who he was. 


He was dead, that was certain. He remembered enough about life to 
know that this could not be living. Life should not be so cold, so 
dark, so empty. 


He did not ask how long he had been like this. In this state, in death 
time was meaningless. One second was one eternity and one 
eternity was one second. It was small and large, infinite and finite, 
complete and broken all at once. 


He did not remember what he had done when in life, so he could not 
say if he was suffering his just punishment or if this was what 
awaited everyone once they left the mortal plane. The second option 
struck him as rather depressing. 


Who was |? What was |? 


He spent both an entire year and a single minute pondering these 
questions, both simultaneously. He had nothing for reference; he 
was formless (part of him wondered if he truly existed at all) and 
even if he had assumed some shape he doubted it would be 
relevant to him. 


Either way he was still dead. 


For a long time after and for a long time before he simply was. Not 


moving, not speaking, indeed doing nothing except for trying to 
entertain himself with guesses on what he had been like before his 
supposed demise. One cannot truly guess how long this state of 
affairs went; in the span of time he spent in this state of being both 
all of time and no time at all had passed. What was death after all if 
not the cessation of one's perception of time and space? 


But then, as the old cliché went, something happened. 


With no warning he was suddenly bombarded by what would best 
be described as sensation. Suddenly time was perceived, space 
enveloped him with all that it entailed and demanded, and he was all 
at once whole and empty because he could fee/ and he knew for a 
fact that he existed. 


He wanted to weep, he wanted to cheer, he wanted to howl, he 
wanted everything and nothing because now once again he knew 
what it was to experience emotion. 


Was this life? Was this being and existing and not being stuck in 
between perception and oblivion? In that moment he cherished life 
more than anything else, experiencing both elation that it was his 
and soul-consuming horror at the thought of losing it ever, ever 
again. 


With perception and feeling came awareness, and it was with this 
wondrous awareness that he took in his surroundings and form. 
While later he would admit that he should have been more focused, 
in that moment he could not stop himself from gazing in awe and 
amazement. 


It was clear that he was wearing some form of armor, though he had 
to question the effectiveness of it if it ever had to be worn to battle. It 
was overwhelmingly black, with a durasteel mantle protecting the 
upper chest and shoulders. What he assumed to be some sort of 
control panel sat squarely on his torso, its lights blinking innocently. 
He knew as soon as he saw it that to lose that was to die. 


A great billowing cloth cape enveloped him, as was common being 
of the color black. He could see that he wore armored boots, and 
around his waist there was a belt from which hung another piece of 


cloth that went down to his ankles and stretched around the length 
of the belt. 


A curious outfit, he mused, when something else grabbed his 
attention. It hung innocuously on his right hip from the belt; a 
cylinder of silver and black. It appeared mechanical in nature and 
handcrafted if the intricacy of its design was any indication. From its 
presence on his side he logically deduced that it was his, and when 
he looked upon he knew, somehow, exactly how to use it to its 
deadliest effect. 


His lightsaber, he realized, a mark of his membership in the Order of 
the Sith Lords. 


He paused, surprised. It seemed he remembered some things from 
his past life after all. He would have to think more on that later. 


Indeed, ruminations on what he might have been would apparently 
have to wait, for as his attention shifted to his surroundings he saw 
that he was less pleasantly surrounded by other presences. Droids, 
he remembered, along with what appeared to be their organic 

commanders. What was worrisome about the situation was the fact 
that every single one of the droids had a blaster rifle pointed at him. 


He scoffed, amusement welling up at the idea that they believed 
they were a threat to him in any way. Immediately after he paused, 
wary of his earlier reaction. It seemed that he was rather cocksure of 
himself; that would be something that he would need to watch for. 


"Identify yourself," one of the organics asked, and as he looked he 
recognized his species, a Nemoidian who appeared to be of rather 
important rank given his mode of dress and bearing. 


Once again, he paused, weighing his options. He knew without 
having to think about it that it would be child's play for him to fight his 
way out, either with his lightsaber or with the power of the Dark Side 
(another aspect of his past life staying with him, he mused), but 
discretion was the better part of valor. Besides, it was better to act 
diplomatically in this situation; these people, obviously soldiers of 
some kind, had still done nothing to harm him yet, and he should 
only return the courtesy for what it was. 


And they could also tell him where he was. 


"I'm going to ask again, identify yourself," the Nemoidian repeated, 
firmer this time. The Sith Lord paused, as he realized he didn't 
exactly know how to answer the question, as strange a predicament 
as that was. 


Again another surge of memory welled up within him. A pale old 
man, scarred horribly and wrapped in midnight robes, smiling down 
on him in a way that was all malevolence and cunning, evil and 
ruthlessness. A voice, gravelly and heavy with power, reverberated 
in his mind. 


| welcome thee to the Order of the Sith Lords, Lord... 


"Vader," he said, drawing himself up to his full height. It was as if the 
name gave him new purpose and power; as if it was the summation 
of everything he was and everything that was his by right. As he 
spoke aloud for the first time that he heard his voice, cyberized and 
deep as the ocean, another symbol of his power. Along with a heavy 
breath that could only be called a death rattle. "| am Darth Vader, 
Lord of the Sith. Where am |?" 


Author's Note: Good evening, morning, and afternoon to all of those 
reading this. As promised, the rewrite of A Second Chance, 
Sonderweg. 


For those of you who aren't quite up to par with German (like me), 
Sonderweg roughly translates to "Special Path". After some thinking 
| settled on this title for the main reason that, well, | can't quite recall 
a time-travel story where the traveller doesn't have his memories 
with him. Which means that for both us and our favorite Sith Lord, 
this will be a special path indeed. 


Now, I'm certain many of you are asking why | felt the need to 
rewrite A Second Chance in the first place. It was my most popular 
work, it was my longest running story, and it was something new. 
The answer lies partly in the second item; by virtue of it being my 
longest running story it suffered greatly from the flaws of my writing 


that existed at the time. While I'm nowhere near pretentious enough 
to believe that my writing is or ever will be flawless, it is greatly 
improved from when A Second Chance started. 


The other major reason is, quite simply, | didn't truly know where | 
was going with A Second Chance. | made the mistake of charging 
on ahead without preparing an actual plotline in advance. An 
amateur mistake, true, but one that was beginning to cripple the 
story. While | still have some details to iron out with Sonderweg, it is 
far more whole than A Second Chance was at its inception. | know 
what | want, | know how | want to do it, and | believe it is within my 
ability. Though, on that last count, | will defer to your judgement. 


Before | adjourn, | will warn you. Writing A Second Chance taught 
me a valuable lesson; | detest writing about the Force, utterly and 
completely. It creates too many complications that | have neither the 
will nor the ability to deal with. Saying that, the Force will have 
nowhere near as large a presence here. It will still exist and | will not 
shy away from describing it, but that is it. The main focus will be the 
characters' motivations and how they shape them as sentient 
beings. That, and war. Lots, and lots of war. 


With that said, | bid you adieu, and | hope that you enjoy reading this 
story as much as | will enjoy writing it. 


An Offer You Can't Refuse 


Disclaimer: | don't own Star Wars 
Chapter II: An Offer You Can't Refuse 


There were few things that could faze Yoda, being Grand Master of 
the Jedi Order would do that to a being's state of mind. He had 
steered the order through many a crisis from the wars against the 
Mandalorians and Kaleesh to the blockade of Naboo to the current 
war raging even now. When even the stoutest Jedi Knights began to 
falter, even if the entire galaxy seemed to be against them, Yoda 
was always there to lay a reassuring and firm hand on their shoulder 
(metaphorically speaking anyway) and guide them through the 
troubles. 


Yet even he had to take pause at what he had felt entering their 
plain of existence. 


A Sith Lord. Not that pale imitation that had killed Qui-gon, and 
certainly not Dooku's fledgling prancing about like she was a Sith 
Lord herself, but the genuine item. A being of great power and great 
darkness from what Yoda could sense. 


None of the other Jedi had sensed it yet, but Yoda's abilities were 
far beyond theirs and allowed him to cast his consciousness far and 
wide over whole swathes of planets and stars. So far only he had 
found what was causing himself to feel trepidation. He needed to 
inform the other Masters, and he would, but first it was best to 
meditate and think on this dilemma. Before the idea that the Sith 
were resurgent had only been a theory, speculation put forth by Qui- 
gon before his death and only slightly verified by Dooku's rebellion. 
But with this there was no longer any question. 


The Dark Side was casting its shadow over the galaxy once more. 


Even with all the mystery surrounding this Sith, Yoda still felt that 
there was more to it than a simple return of the old enemy. He still 
felt beyond a shadow of a doubt that this Sith would soon find their 


way into the arms of the separatists and thus against them, but he 
did not sense the usual maleficence associated with the Darksiders. 
Certainly, the Dark Side of the Force hovered around this new figure 
like a thick blanket, but there seemed to be a... disconnect, for lack 
of a better word. Yoda did not know how to describe it. The Dark 
Side wanted to rally to this new champion, but did not know how. As 
if it was meeting an old friend gone for years, only to not recognize 
them at all. 


It was a strange situation, for sure. 


Troubling this is... he thought to himself. Yet more pressing 
concerns there are. Stop for one being, the war does not. 


That was a sad and true statement, no matter how much he wished 
it were otherwise. While Yoda would have liked nothing more than to 
sit in his chambers and think on this indefinitely as he would have 
other problems, war had a way of interfering with such activities. For 
a being with a lifespan such as his it was somewhat jarring dealing 
with these issues at such a hasty pace, but needs must. 


At least the current generation was rising to meet the challenge, the 
diminutive Jedi thought with no small amount of pride, guilty as it 
may have been. There were few feelings quite like that of a teacher 
seeing his students finally coming into their own, even if he wished 
they had been able to do so in more peaceful times. One Jedi in 
particular had already made a rather large name for himself. 


An energetic one, young Skywalker certainly is, he thought with 
amusement curling around him. Humans were by nature active and 
energetic beings, given their shorter lifespans, but Skywalker was on 
an entirely different level. Practically flitting across the galaxy to 
wherever the war seemed to be at its most intense, The Hero With 
No Fear had become a poster boy for the Republic's war effort. 
Rhen Var, Muunilinst, Jabiim, Christophsis, Skywalker had proven 
himself an able tactician and leader of men in every battle he 
participated in. Republic citizens praised him, clone troopers 
respected and admired him, and the separatists feared and loathed 
him. 


While Yoda was as proud of Skywalker for his accomplishments as 


he was of any other young Jedi, there was also cause for worry. The 
Jedi were by their nature humble and not usually taken with the 
limelight. There was good reason for this, because as they say, 
pride cometh before the fall. And Skywalker had a great deal of 
pride. 


It was almost uncanny, the similarities between him and an ancient 
Jedi named Revan. Both young Knights coming into their own as the 
galaxy was thrown into turmoil. Both rising up to the occasion to 
defend the Republic with all their might. Both winning great victories 
and the admiration of the masses. 


Would Skywalker also fall to the sway of the Dark Side, as Revan 
had done? It was a question Yoda could not answer, much to his 
frustration. 


"Hmph, wisdom. Much good it does me not, when most it is 
needed." 


There was not much that could be done about Yoda's concern, other 
than to have faith. Skywalker was good at heart, and despite his 
recklessness he only wanted what was best for his fellow being. 
While there was disdain for certain aspects of democracy (much to 
Yoda's concern) and how the Republic was run, there was also a 
strong desire to see justice done no matter the odds. Given time and 
proper guidance, Obi-wan's pupil would become a fine Jedi Master 
one day. Perhaps even his replacement, Yoda thought wryly. 


"Ah, pardon me Master Yoda. | did not see you." 


The old Master turned at the voice to see young Obi-wan standing 
there, and he realized that in his musings he had almost bumped 
into the newly minted Jedi Master. He had come far in the last ten 
years. While Qui-gon's death would always sadden Yoda, ina 
twisted way it had finally allowed Kenobi to grow into his own man. 


Once again, a Jedi Yoda was proud of while wishing he had been 
able to rise in more peaceful times. 


"Worry not, Master Kenobi," he said with a grin. "An old being stuck 
in his thoughts, | am. Wish to walk with me, do you?" 


"Of course, Master," Obi-wan said with a grin of his own. Even if 
Yoda was the most powerful Jedi currently in existence, he still felt 
like the grandfather Obi-wan never had. 


For a while they walked in silence, embracing the feeling of 

tranquility that permeated the temple. The halls were emptier than 
they had been but a few months ago with the demands of the war, 
but the two Jedi firmly resolved to ignore the way it troubled them. 


They eventually found themselves in the Room of a Thousand 
Fountains, and after a moment of further silence Yoda finally spoke. 


"Troubled you are, Master Kenobi. Speak, do you good it might." 


Obi-wan blinked at the statement, but didn't bother questioning how 
Yoda knew what was on his mind. He was Grand Master of the 
Order for a reason after all. 


"It's the war, Master," Obi-wan eventually said with a thoughtful 
frown. "We've already dealt the separatists several crushing blows, 
but if anything they seem more motivated than ever. The battle 
droids seem to keep coming without an end in sight, and separatist 
shipyards are building ships almost faster than they can crew them. 
For a bunch of supposedly disorganized Outer Rim worlds and 
corporations they have been remarkably resilient." 


Yoda hummed thoughifully, seeing that Kenobi's thoughts echoed 
some of his own views on this war. What truly rankled the old Jedi 
Master was how quickly things seemed to have gotten out of hand. 
Similar crises involving possible secession and civil war had 
occurred before, some even under his tenure as Grand Master, but 
they had never come to a head so quickly and with such lack of 
forewarning. 


It reeked of an unknown influence. 


"At work, a hidden player is. Of this | have no doubt," Yoda said in 
way of reply. "Too cowardly to act on their own, most of the 
separatist leaders are. Given assurances of victory and riches they 
have been." 


"Do you think it's the Sith, Master Yoda?" Obi-wan asked in way of 
reply, his tone taking on both dread and curiosity. "The warrior who | 
and Qui-gon fought at Naboo certainly felt like a Dark Sider, and he 
was skilled too." 


"Possible it is. But not a certainty. Many Dark Jedi there have been, 
and many more there will be," he said, and before Obi-wan could 
reply he continued. "But strong the Sith Order is. Several times they 
have been destroyed, and several times returned they have. Explain 
the clouding of my foresight it would, for only the Sith possess such 
power." 


"Should we warn the Senate and the Chancellor about this?" Obi- 
wan asked. "If the Sith have returned, then we are all in grave 
danger." 


The short Jedi shook his head, brow furrowed in what could be 
construed as frustration. "Nothing to warn them of there is. Only 
feelings and assumptions. Long is the memory of our Order, but not 
so for the rest of the Republic. See a pale ghost they would, where 
we would see an old enemy again returned. Wait we must, until 
concrete proof presents itself. As for the Chancellor... great is his 
presence in Jedi affairs already. Interfered with several campaigns 
he has, particularly with Skywalker, yes?" 


Obi-wan grimaced, knowing exactly what Yoda was talking about. 
"You're right. Sometimes | almost find myself suspicious of how 
close Anakin and Palpatine are together. It makes me feel as if I'ma 
paranoid warden, but all the same..." 


"Share your concerns | do, Master Kenobi," Yoda said as 
reassurance. "Unusual, the Chancellor's interest in your former 
student is. Right to be cautious you are. However, mistrust him you 
should not. A good Jedi, young Skywalker is. Find the right way, he 
will." 


With that Yoda began hobbling away, they rhythmic clack of his 
walking stick echoing through the room. "Find young Skywalker you 
should, hmm? Deployed soon, you both will be." 


Obi-wan bowed to Yoda's retreating form, answering an affirmative 


and walking off in a separate direction. The old Jedi sensed that 
while he had not assuaged Obi-wan's worries, he had at least 
reaffirmed his faith in Skywalker. 


Dark times these are, he thought to himself as he left the Room of a 
Thousand Fountains. Stand united we must, if we are to survive. 


"The latest petition, Chancellor." 


Nodding his head in thanks Sheev Palpatine accepted the datapad 
from his secretary, giving it a cursory glance. On the outside he was 
thoughtful, every inch appearing the concerned grandfather that the 
citizens of the Republic loved and trusted. 


In reality he wanted nothing more than to douse this petition, and 
whomever had sent it, in so much of his Lightning that the storms of 
Kamino looked tame by comparison. 


But it would be unseemly as the Chancellor of the Republic to 
engage in such questionable activities, so he simply skimmed the 
datapad before setting it off to the side, possibly to be read later. 


"It would seem that Fondor is once again requesting an increase in 
our grain exports to them. Do set up a meeting with the head of the 
Department of Agriculture for later my dear, | believe 4:00 in the 
afternoon should suffice.” 


The secretary, a twenty something human girl from Kuat whose 
name he hadn't bothered to remember yet nodded and went to 
make the arrangements. This allowed Palpatine a few blessed 

moments of solitude. He sighed explosively when the door was 
closed. 


Never had he thought toppling the Republic from within its highest 
office could be so tedious. 


It honestly surprised him even after ten years in office just inefficient 
and frivolous the Republic's government truly was. Even with the 
war and his responsibilities as Commander-in-Chief there were few 
moments of excitement. Most of his time was spent pretending to 


care about the bureaucratic red tape (no wonder the Jedi were so 
hated in the Outer Rim, if they considered something as truly 
ridiculous as the Department of Extracurricular Intercultural 
Exchange something worth defending) and the insignificant lives of 
the Republic's citizens. 


Still, it was rather interesting directing two opposite sides of a war. 
Much like playing Djarik with oneself, if Djarik involved the death of 
millions on a weekly basis. On that note... 


Informing his secretary that no one was to disturb him until he said 
otherwise and locking the office's door for good measure, Palpatine 
pulled up the most recent reports on the progress of the war from his 
hidden black drive. On the holographic screen there was a truly 
mindboggling number of files, all of them containing the various 
battles, skirmishes, troop deployments and locations of important 
figures, and scores of plans relating to every single one. 


Master Yoda thought he had a heavy hand in military affairs did he? 
The little alien was quite mistaken on that; he didn't just have a 
heavy interest, he was pulling every facet of this war along with 
puppet strings, and the best part was everyone believed their 
actions were their own. 


He knew he would have to change the pattern soon. He had insured 
that the Republic won several victories that were great enough to 
boost morale and confidence but not enough to truly put the 
Confederacy on the back foot. It would not do for the war to end too 
quickly; this affair needed to be as bloody as possible before he 
could enact the final revenge of the Sith. Perhaps a sudden counter 
offensive near Muunilinst would suffice, and he knew that an 
invasion of Kashyyyk would need to take place soon. The Force 
swirled around that planet with heavy intent; it would become a 
center of events somewhere down the line, he could see it. 


Should he place Skywalker there when the time came? He felt that 
he had already been a bit too heavy handed with his favoritism of 
that boy; perhaps it would be best to relax his pressure slightly and 
let the Jedi Council have their way with how the boy was used in the 
war. Then again, perhaps he wouldn't have to exert as much 
pressure but still be able to achieve the same results anyway. After 


all, it wouldn't do if the Hero with No Fear wasn't leading the 
Republic's clone armies to victory now would it? 


Though perhaps not a certain victory, he thought to himself as he 
began viewing his files on one figure in particular. It was almost 
entirely empty, consisting of nothing else aside from a name, a 
picture, and a note to add more information as it became available. 


Darth Vader, Palpatine mused as he leaned back in his chair. Of all 
the things that had ended up in his lap these past few months, this 
man in particular continued to hold his attention. It was only natural 
though; not many beings would openly claim to be a Sith Lord, what 
with the near total obliteration of the order over a thousand years 
ago. On the one hand he was weary of this Darth Vader, as the Sith 
always tended to end up fighting each other just as much as they 
fought the Jedi. But on the other, if this self-proclaimed Sith could be 
swayed to join the separatist cause then he would be yet another 
weapon to use against the Jedi. 


Though that was entirely dependent on whether or not this figure 
was actually useful; over the past few months the Sith in disguise 
had been quite surprised at the sheer lack of military acumen 
displayed by both the Jedi and some of his apprentice's erstwhile 
followers. One of the reasons Skywalker was considered a war hero 
was his incredible string of improbable victories and tactical daring. 
As far as leading soldiers was concerned, few generals could hold a 
candle to him at the moment. 


It was therefore easy to understand Sidious’ reluctance to simply 
throw Vader onto the board. 


Perhaps a test of sufficiently minor scale was in order. Yes, he 
nodded to himself, it would be the safest way of gauging the worth of 
this Darth Vader. If he succeeded, then Sidious gained a new piece 
on the board. If Vader failed, then it was of no great consequence, 
and he could get on with the plans which actually mattered. 


Briefly he used his foresight to gauge the likelihood of either 
outcome. It was not what he saw which surprised him, but rather the 
lack of any concrete image which grabbed the majority of his 
attention. 


Interesting, the flow of time has only ever been this turbulent around 
Skywalker. Perhaps this Vader is more important than | first thought. 


It could of course be a fluke; the art of reading the future was an 
untested one at best, and anomalies were common if his experience 
was anything to go by. He'd seen timelines where a simple farm boy 
was able to destroy a space station the size of a moon! Still, the old 
Sith lord had a feeling that this turbulence in Vader's future pointed 
to the Sith being more than just an ordinary being. Something 
momentous lay in store for him. 


Sidious shook himself out of his thoughts. Further plans could wait 
for the evening. For now, he thought with a wrinkled nose, he had to 
look through these bills and petitions. 


Truly, the worst lot was that of the high-ranking bureaucrat. 


So that is Raxus, Vader thought as his shuttle began the slow 
descent towards the planet's surface. /t is beautiful. 


Indeed, the continents which he could see were vast and verdant 
fields, indicating a healthy ecosystem. Where there was settlement 
Vader could see the slate gray typical of cities, but they were far 
smaller compared to the former environ. This pleased him 
immensely. Less settlement meant less sentients to deal with. 


The world's oceans were a similar sight, consisting of huge swaths 
of bright blue sprinkled with white and puffy clouds. The Sith thought 
he could see a hurricane forming over the middle of one of larger 
seas, though fortunately it was far from land. 


If this is what they have to defend, then it is no wonder the 
Confederates have bloodied the Republic's nose, he thought with a 
small grin. Compared to Coruscant this was a paradise. 


He frowned at the thought. On reflection it was an example of his 
rather peculiar case. He could remember living on the planet called 
Coruscant, he could even scrounge up images of a stately 
apartment, but he had no idea why. Things became fuzzy and 


indistinguishable if he tried to focus beyond the basics. 


This proved to be the rule for the majority of memories of this nature. 
Most places were clear, but as far as people and any past exploits, 
he was lucky to get a fleeting glimpse. The Sith counted himself 
lucky that this had not applied to basic skills such as speaking and 
writing, as things would have been much more difficult otherwise. 


| was without doubt a warrior, he thought, his mind going to his 
lightsaber and the knowledge of how to use it. Aside from that | 
know little. Why did | fight? Did | have comrades? 


What could have happened that | ended up in this prison of a suit? 


Questions without answers, and yet he couldn't help but ask them. 
The Sith lord shook his head in frustration. Not for the first time he 
reminded himself that it was useless to dwell on problems that 
couldn't be solved; the present and future waited on no one after all. 


His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of the speakers coming 
on. "Attention all passengers," the droid said, even though he was 
the only passenger on board. "We are making our final approach." 


He once again looked out the window, and sure enough the shuttle 
had passed through the upper reaches of the atmosphere. Where 
before his view had encompassed the entire hemisphere, now it was 
limited to the sight of rolling fields interspersed with small forests. 
Streams crisscrossed this way and that between the various woods, 
and Vader also caught sight of a herd of creatures similar to 
gazelles hopping across the verdant landscape. 


As he continued to gaze out the viewport a structure caught his 
attention. It was without doubt some kind of estate, built after the 
Alderaanian fashion. Its walls spoke of wealth and elegance, and 
ever slight condescension. Even from here Vader's admittedly 
untrained eyes could tell the structure was made of fine materials, 
undoubtedly shaped by the most skilled hands available. He gazed 
at the growing structure with distaste. The slicing edges of a warship 
appealed far more to him, he decided after a moment of thought. 


With leisurely slowness the shuttle touched down at a landing pad, 


which quickly descended into an underground hangar. The hangar 
had a far more functional appearance than the manor, which told 
Vader that his host, while clearly favoring the more exquisite things 
in life, Knew when to do away with finery and focus on what needed 
to be done. 


When the descent finally came to a halt he rose from his seat and 
made his way to the exit. At the foot of the shuttle's ramp stood a 
protocol droid, its casing colored a meticulously polished silver. It 
gave him a shallow bow before gesturing with its arm. "This way 
please. Count Dooku is expecting you." 


With little delay the droid led him to a normal sized elevator at the 
end of the hangar, which quickly took them back above ground and 
into the manor proper. From the floor counter Vader could tell that 
they were at the top of the building, most likely wnere Count Dooku 
kept his office and quarters. Once the elevator stopped they 
disembarked, the droid leading him down a couple of stately 
corridors adorned with various paintings and busts. The floor was 
clothed in rich crimson carpet and the walls paneled with the highest 
quality of Wroshyr wood. Once again, he longed for the halls of a 
warship, which even if he couldn't remember much felt like home. 
For him a place such as this would be worthless. 


At the end of the last corridor was a pair of gilded doors, which the 
droid help open for him. "The Count will see you now," it said, before 
shutting the doors behind him. It would have been ominous if not for 
the fact that the droid was so unintimidating. 


He took a quick glance at his new surroundings. The droid had led 
him to a spacious study, which appeared to be the size of a small 
library on its own. Dominating the far side was a floor to ceiling 
window which gave a pleasant view of the manor grounds and the 
fields beyond. Immediately under the window was a desk made from 
more Wroshyr wood. Idly Vader wondered how the Confederacy's 
head of state had gotten all of the wood, considering that Kashyyyk 
had declared itself in favor of the Republic and was embargoing any 
planet which sided with the C.I.S. Perhaps the estate was older than 
he had first thought. 


Sitting at the desk was a man. Immediately Vader sensed the Force 


curling around him in the way it did with Force sensitives, and he 
also detected the heavy cloak of the Dark Side. As far as 
appearances went he played the part of a nobleman well. His hair, 
while white with age, was well kept, and the beard he sported was 
trimmed meticulously. The tunic and cape the man wore were black 
and brown respectively, and their simple yet well-made look gave 
him an air of tasteful luxury. His eyes held a bright shine, giving 
evidence to the sharp mind he was reputed to contain. A glass of 
wine sat on the desk next to him, and Vader heard the scratching of 
a stylus coming from the desk. A glance at the man's hands showed 
he was indeed holding said instrument, and was using it to write 
something down. 


All in all, Count Dooku, the leader of the rebellious Confederacy of 
Independent Systems, was exactly the man one would expect to be 
leading a war for freedom against the Republic. Or so he appeared. 


The Count continued to work, seeming to not notice Vader even with 
his rather obvious presence. For his part the cyborg simply stood 
where he was, refusing to be annoyed. It was a universal truth that 
politicians loved their power games, big or small. 


After a minute or two Dooku finally decided to relent. "Please, do 
sit," he said as he appeared to sign the document with a flourish, 
setting it off to the side. "We have much to discuss." 


Vader accepted the offer, the fine leather chair creaking slightly 
under his weight. It was slightly awkward due to the bulkiness of his 
suit, but Vader ignored it. A gout of magma flashed in his memories. 
He had dealt with worse, he knew. 


There was another moment of relative silence, with Vader's breath 
seeming to punctuate its intensity. Both Force users were sizing the 
other up, attempting to determine who the stronger was. He did not 
let Dooku's age or apparent wealth fool him; those eyes held the 
steel look of a warrior. His opinion of the old Count improved when 
he realized this fact. Many politicians loved to talk about fighting the 
good fight, while few actually translated their words into actions. It 
seemed Dooku was one of those few. 


The Count appeared satisfied by his own search as well, fora 


whimsical grin appeared under his beard. He took a sip of his wine 
before speaking. His voice was deep and regimented, and the Sith 
lord knew that each word was handpicked to achieve maximum 
benefit. If Vader had to give a comparison, he would say that 
Dooku's voice was like a mountain river; strong, flowing, and 
carrying multiple hidden currents. 


"| must admit | was surprised when | heard about you," he said. "All 
of the eyewitnesses reported that you simply appeared out of thin air 
right in front of them. There was no flash, no great forewarning. One 
moment you weren't, the next you were. | had too see the security 
recordings before | gave any actual credence to this incident. 
Though it still doesn't answer the question of why you are here." 


"| must admit that the circumstances of my... arrival are a mystery to 
me as well," Vader said after a moment's thought. "My memory 
becomes hazy at best before | found myself in your base. Though it 
is fortunate that your soldiers decided to ask questions before firing.” 


Vader knew it was rather risky to be so open with his amnesia, but 
he was not suited for deceit. Better that he simply tell the truth than 
risk any deception he concoct be exposed later on. 


"Indeed," Dooku replied with humor. "If | am being honest | can see 
why. Not many would claim to be what most of the galaxy considers 
a relic of ancient history. Especially with the Jedi having their ears to 
the ground." 


Vader nodded. "Perhaps, but it is the truth nonetheless." 


That had been one of the first things he had done when given 
access to a terminal. He knew he was Sith and he knew his Sith 
name, but not much else. Were there other Sith in the galaxy? If so 
could he get to them for help? Should he try and call for their help? 
In the end it had turned out to be a moot point. The last time there 
had been a considerable number of Sith in the galaxy, according to 
the history he had looked up, was a little over a thousand years ago. 
Many considered the Sith extinct. That raised even more questions 
about his circumstances. Was he an ancient Sith, flung forward in 
time through some unknown means? Perhaps he had been a 
member of the last incarnation of the Sith Order, and in its last days 


he had been volunteered in some sort of ritual designed to insure 
the Sith would have revenge for their destruction? 


Dooku continued, oblivious (or pretending to be) to his thoughts. "In 
my line of work | have found it is so easy to make truly remarkable 
claims, yet so few have the ability to actually measure up to them. 
Why should | believe anything you say? Why should | even help 
you?" 


Vader kept a stony fagade. This was all part of the game. Dooku had 
something he needed, which was in this case the ability to provide 
support against the Jedi, who would come for him. The trick was to 
convince the old Count that any partnership they entered into would 
be just as beneficial for him as it would be for Vader. /t certainly 
didn't take him long to get to the point, the cyborg thought wryly. 


"You are involved in a war against the Republic," he began at 
length. "And while it has apparently not had a military for quite some 
time it has still managed to revamp its war making capabilities 
remarkably quickly. While this on its own would not be a problem for 
you considering the Confederacy's own resources, the Republic has 
an asset you have no truly effective counter for: the Jedi Order." 


Dooku stared in silence, and while Vader knew he had more work to 
do he had the old man's attention. "| did not spend the entirety of my 
time merely trying to piece together my identity, Count. Your 
Confederacy of worlds has kicked up a hornets’ nest, and it has 
found itself improperly prepared for it. Entire armies wiped out within 
the first six months alone, vital worlds such as Muunilinst and 
Geonosis lost to the clone legions, and all the while your 
incompetent officers have humiliated you with their impotent flailing 
and failures against the Jedi. The Jedi, who despite their 
inexperience continue to learn more of the arts of war alongside 
their clone soldiers every day. The Jedi, whose connection to the 
Force has proven to be a larger factor than you accounted for. The 
worlds which flocked to your banner enthusiastically not six months 
ago now already clamor for an armistice, with some gutlessly calling 
for surrender. At this rate, you will be lucky if the war lasts two 
years." 


Through it all Dooku did not flinch, maintaining an air of silent 


attention throughout the listing of his newly created country's various 
challenges and failures. It told Vader that he had heard all of this 
before, and instead of agonizing over it was instead attempting to 
find a solution to the problem. 


"You make very valid points, Lord Vader," the Count replied, using 
his name (and title, he noted) for the first time. "The Confederacy 
finds itself in dire straits, and while our resources are still vast they 
are constantly being challenged by the ever-growing strength of the 
Republic. By that logic however we must be cautious with how we 
spend our resources, and who we put in charge of them. As you 
quite correctly pointed out, my generals have proven largely 
incompetent aside from a few examples. What makes you so 
different from them?" 


Darth Vader paused as he considered his next words. He had cast 
his net, it was time to pull it in. 


"You know that | am an amnesiac, with very little memory of who | 
am," he began, pausing only for Dooku to nod. "That does not, 
however, mean that | have forgotten what | am; a warrior. | 
remember decades of service to an empire, leadings its forces to 
victory after victory. | may not remember my past identity, but | do 
remember how to organize ships of the line, insure the proper 
running of logistics, and how to conduct a lengthy campaign when a 
short one was expected. Give me a legion of your droids and | will 
see a Republic world razed to the ground and the corpse of a Jedi 
thrown at your feet, if it so pleases you." 


It was grandiose, and not to his taste at all, but Vader had studied 
the man whom he sought to make his benefactor. Dooku was above 
all a man of rhetoric, and was more liable to listen to well-crafted 
arguments detailing multiple points and how they related to one 
another. 


So much like a politician, he thought with mild distaste. 


For his part Dooku quirked his lips in a slight smile. "Your 
confidence is inspiring. But confidence alone does not make a great 
general. Having said that, you have convinced me to allow you an... 
audition. There are many minor theaters where you will be able to 


prove yourself as a valuable asset to my cause." 


"A test, then," Vader replied. Part of him was relieved. Immediate 
acceptance of his proposal would have meant these Confederates 
were in more dire straits than they had suggested. A test meant that 
he wasn't joining a sinking ship. 


The Count nodded before he grabbed a datapad, flicking his finger 
over the screen as he appeared to search for a particular item. 
"Indeed. It is only reasonable, as I'm sure you'll agree. Now, let us 
discuss the terms of your test..." 


Author's Note: | will admit, most of this chapter has been written 
within the past few weeks. Last semester was a particularly busy 
and important one, so this was moved to the bottom of my priorities. 


To those of you who are here, | thank you for your patience, and | 
am sorry that what | have at the moment doesn't have any action, 
which I'm sure you're all looking forward too. To that | have good 
news; the next chapter will be decidedly more action packed. 


| do hope | am portraying Vader's amnesia with at least some 
accuracy. | know someone who lost their memory on several 
occasions, but | never asked them too many in depth questions 
about it out of respect for their privacy. Do let me know if there's 
anything | should be doing differently in regards to that. 


Anyway, a belated Merry Christmas and Happy New Years to you 
all, and | hope 2018 gives you each new opportunities. 


Til next time. 


Of Separatists and Conquest 


Disclaimer: Star Wars is owned by Disney and Lucasfilm, 
respectively 


Ch. Ill: Of Separatists and Conquest 
Aboard Providence Class Cruiser C.S.S. Ambitious 


Phindar was normally a world few bothered to remember and even 
fewer managed to care about. Situated in the area between the Mid 
and Outer Rims, it was not lucky enough to have any major trade 
routes converge upon it, nor did it have any unique features with 
which to attract tourists. Phindar was, in a word, boring, and its 
inhabitants had long since accepted this fact. 


That was before the Clone Wars. 


Now the minor planet suddenly found itself the lynchpin which 
separated a confederacy from being mostly whole, and the grim 
expectation that the planet would soon be assaulted was finally 
being realized. 


With complete surprise on their side Confederate ships leapt out of 
hyperspace practically on top of the Republic forces. While the ships 
defending Phindar were rather few in number, they had still included 
three Acclamators among them, and should have been able to hold 
off the enemy until reinforcements could arrive. 


Unfortunately for them, the being in charge of the Confederate ships 
was no ordinary commander. With no capital ship losses of his own, 
Vader had reduced the Republic fleet above Phindar to a single 
badly damaged Acclamator accompanied by a few corvettes firing 
futilely at their Confederate foes. 


"Republic forces are in full retreat, sir," the tactical droid reported to 
the lone figure standing at the forefront of the bridge. "Shall we 
dispatch ships to pursue?" 


For a moment there was nothing but the sound of droids and some 
organics working their stations and a deep inhalation produced by 

artificial breath. Finally, "No, let them flee. We don't have the ships 
to pursue them and maintain a blockade anyway." 


"Very good, sir," the tactical droid said in reply, before rattling off 
various statistics such as losses. 


Vader paid half a mind to the droid's report, choosing instead to 
focus upon the various holograms displaying the disposition of his 
fleet. It was nothing overtly impressive; Dooku had given the Sith no 
more than six ships to command, the Ambitious which served as his 
flagship, four Munificents, and a single Lucrehulk carrying the 
majority of his ground forces. In spite of that, for the first time since 
coming too in that Confederate base Vader had never felt more 
alive. This was where he belonged, striding the battlefield in triumph 
over his enemies and leading armies forward into the very face of 
danger. The intensity of battle, even a minor one such as this, sent a 
thrill of excitement and childish glee through the Sith lord. 


That was not to say there were no downsides however, he noted 
sourly. While defeating the Republic ships guarding this planet had 
been mere child's play, the forces he had been given to accomplish 
his task were not the most stellar in the galaxy. While the ships 
themselves were of good make and performed well when used 
wisely, his fighter wings left something to be desired. He was not 
doubting their craftsmanship, far from it, but the software used to 
pilot the droids somewhat dulled the advantages in their designs. 
The chief advantage of the Confederate fighters was in numbers, 
and while a lone droid fighter still had a chance of taking down its 
enemy, they often lost more one on one dogfights than they won. 
This was not much of a problem when numerical superiority lay with 
the Confederates, but if the Republic were to ever deploy an equal 
amount of fighters to theirs it would be trouble. 


While he had yet to see how Confederate ground forces held up to 
his standards, he was expecting mostly the same results. The 
hardware was rugged and could tackle most situations when used 
wisely, but once again the programming sold it short. Were that he 
was placed in charge of designing the algorithms that ran these 
machines, then they'd be a sight to behold... 


Realizing that the droid had yet to leave, the Sith lord turned slightly 
to see it waiting patiently. "Is there something to report?" 


The tactical droid nodded. "Sir, the ground forces report that they 
are ready to begin landing operations. Colonel Gunray asked if there 
were any additional parameters to the invasion that he should be 
aware of." 


"Tell him to insure the destruction or surrender of Phindar's forces 
before advancing on any of their major cities," Vader said after a 
moment's thought. "! would like to keep them as intact as possible. 
However, let him know that he is to act as the situation demands 
and use any means he sees fit to see the planet occupied." 


"At once, sir," the droid answered before moving off to deliver his 
message. The Sith found that he liked having the machine around, 
as it was extremely efficient at keeping everything organized. 
Though he wouldn't trust too many strategic or tactical decisions to 
it; privately he thought it was no surprise the Confederates were 
losing the engagements they were if they used tactical droids in 
favor of organic officers. He understood the manpower problems 
plaguing the officer corps, but to rely on a computer to lead an army, 
even if it was supposed to be able to direct troops at a local level, 
was folly of the highest order. 


That's not my problem yet, he thought to himself. Focus on the 
matter at hand Vader. 


Indeed, he saw that the ships had yet to move into position to give 
orbital support to the ground forces. That wouldn't do; the 
Phindarians didn't expect him to give a fair fight, did they? 


Phindar, Near the Capital, Two Days Later 


"AT-TE 700 meters out, looks like they haven't spotted us. 
Recommend setting A-4 for maximum effect." 


"Roger, roger, adjusting gun to A-4. Variables?" 


"Lookin good, Rock, humidity is slightly above average but well 


within parameters. It'll be a turkey shoot." 


"Hehehehehehe~, | Jove the smell of burning bumpkins! Can we go 
and collect souvenirs after they all die? Pleeeeeeeeeeeease ?" 


1st Lieutenant Dieter Bauer sighed at his gunner's antics, well used 
to them by now. "Yes, | suppose, but after we're done with combat 
ops, that clear?" 


"Affirmative, sir." 


The sound of muffled laughter reached Dieter's ears, and he spared 
a brief moment to glance at his right at Corporal Bask Yutani, 
managing the various non-combat systems of their AAT. Noticing his 
superior's look, he grinned crookedly. "| don't know what's funnier, 
sir. The fact that our tin can shifts personality on a dime, or that it's 
the most efficient droid in the entire Force damned Confederate 
Army despite that fact." 


Dieter heard a sigh from his left, and he knew his other corporal had 
his own thoughts on the matter. "At least Rock is better than the last 
piece of junk they tried to shove on us. For that matter the Duros 
before it also..." 


Let it be known that while Alexis Hegel was a reserved man, he was 
also a man of his opinions, and would freely give voice to them 
whenever he felt the need. Which was quite often. Not that Dieter 
minded, he wouldn't trade his crew for an entire battalion of B2s. 


"Sir, calculations have been completed, and we are in optimal firing 
position for a kill shot. Request permission to engage.” 


Dieter, reminded of what he had been in the middle of doing, cleared 
his throat. "Right, take them out." 


"Hehe, bombs away!" 


With that cheerful declaration the main gun of their AAT let loose a 
single shot, producing a bright flash along with a resounding crack! 
Dieter watched on his viewscreen as the walker they had been 
targeting was perforated through its side before being engulfed in a 
fiery bloom. The crew wasn't even aware of what had killed them. 


Typical planetary militia. 


"Confirmed kill," Dieter called out, a grin on his face. "That makes 
three today boys! Excellent work!" 


There was a cheer from the crew, with Rock adding his own usual 
brand of, ah, peculiar enthusiasm to the din. 


pretty colors 'cause of him!" 


"Don't know about that Rock," Bask replied. "But he sure as hell is a 
step above the usual S.O.B.s they call officers. That Gunray fella he 
brought along with him isn't so bad either, for a Nemoidian." 


"| wonder where they found him," Alexis mused as the tank began to 
move forward. They'd split off from their squadron earlier with 
another tank which had been destroyed earlier by an AT mine. It 
was time they linked back up. "Figured we would have heard of a 
guy who could run circles around two Venators and their groupies 
with nothing but a Providence and some frigates. Ballsy if you ask 
me." 


"| actually saw the guy's hologram when we got our briefings. 
Creepy as all hell if you ask me," Dieter added his own two credits. 
That death rattle had been particularly unnerving. "But, he gets the 
job done, so | can't complain too much." 


"So long as it isn't Grievous," Bask said, and the crew shuddered. 
There was a command no sentient wanted to find themselves 
assigned to; the cyborg was already infamous amongst the 
Confederacy's organic rank and file for his hardline stance on 
failure, not to mention his sadism. 


"Come on, come on, come on! Less talking, more shooting!" Rock 
shouted suddenly. It caught Dieter off guard, but after a moment he 
smiled faintly. In its own way the glitchy droid was trying to cheer 
them up. "We have a rendezvous to make and a city to blow up~!" 


"You heard him, boys!" Dieter shouted as well, causing Bask and 
Alexis to look his way. "What the hell does it matter if we have a 


decent commander or not?! From what I've seen on this piece of shit 
they call a planet the Confederacy can win this war with its eyes 
closed, if those militia sods are a measure of anything." 


The two other humans sported their own fierce grins. Their 
commander was right. What did it matter who was leading the 
charge? So long as they had a tank, plenty of ammo and each other, 
there wasn't a force in the entire galaxy that was going to stop them 
from letting the Republic know exactly how they felt about its so 
called good governance . 


With fresh hearts (and newly eager trigger fingers), the crew of the 
AAT Elise continued on their way, eventually linking back up with 
their platoon. After that was some well-earned R&R. And after that... 


Well, the Blue Star wasn't going to place itself on the capital 
building, now was it? 


Colonel Rune Gunray considered himself a patient being. Growing 
up in the pseudo-aristocracy of Cato Nemoidia's business world had 
forced him to learn patience, and quickly at that. Otherwise he would 
have slit the throats of half his relatives by now out of sheer 
frustration with their ridiculous politics. That same patience had 
turned out to be an excellent trait in the military, and he had quickly 
risen through the ranks of the Trade Federation's private army to 
become an officer of high standing. That patience had won him 
several battles against supposedly superior Republic forces, earning 
him great praise from his peers and superiors alike. 


That same patience was being severely tested by the idiots called 
the Phindarian government. 


"You scum," the human in the hologram spat, his face contorted in a 
rictus of rage. "You think you can just waltz into our home and make 
demands of us? This is an outrage! What gives you the right?" 


"Minster," Rune began slowly, as a school teacher would with their 
slowest student. "Your forces have been thoroughly defeated. Every 
Phindarian soldier still living is either in your city or in one of our 


POW camps. | offer you the chance of a dignified surrender and to 
spare your city any further combat." 


"| see through your bluster," the minster said, sneering. "The 
Republic will come here, and when they do you and all of your 
bloody droids will be annihilated! Then it'll be you who accepts an 
offer of surrender, separatist trash!" 


Rune's eyes hardened, and he dropped his mild tone. The minister 
was about to continue on his tirade, but Rune interrupted. "Let me 
make something perfectly clear to you," he said, his voice cold and 
firm as a glacier. "| made my offer because | was ordered to 
preserve your cities as much as possible. Do not make the mistake 
of assuming you have any real power here. This planet will be 
occupied by the Confederacy, and we will either do it with your 
willing submission or over your corpse. What is your answer?" 


The bureaucrat looked stunned for a moment, but when he looked 
like he was regathering himself for another rant, Rune talked over 
him again. "| see. In that case, the Confederacy cannot guarantee 
the safety of you or your citizens. You brought this on yourself." 


With that Rune gestured to the technician to cut the transmission. 
Once the hologram cut out he heaved a heavy sigh. "Idiot..." 


"Sir," the tactical droid said from behind him. "Our forces are in 
position as you requested. Shall | have them commence the 
assault?" 


Instead of answering the Colonel strode from his command tent. The 
sight that greeted him put any warholo to shame. A moderately 
sized city sprawled before him, small tufts of smoke rising from it like 
phantasmal fingers grasping for the sky. Surrounding it he could see 
thousands upon thousands of Confederate battle droids, from this 
distance looking more like an over aggressive ant hive. One good 
thing about having an army almost entirely made up of droids was 
that he could conduct a near non-stop campaign and didn't have too 
worry about provisions like food or clothing. A clone (or any organic 
for that matter) may be faster and smarter than a B1, but he also 
had to eat and sleep. And the time spent by the clones resting and 
recuperating was time spent by the Confederates gathering ammo, 


marching forward, and securing new positions. He'd seen several 
planets fall simply because the enemy forces couldn't keep up with 
the pace set by the Confederate commanders, who didn't have to 
worry about sustaining too many losses or resting their troops. 


Truly, this was an army that could conquer the galaxy if it was led 
right. 


"Have our artillery begin an hour-long barrage of their lines," he said 
at last, pulling out a pair of binoculars to get a better look at the city. 
"And have our bombers make runs on the interior. | want any 
formation larger than a squad blasted into pieces. Once the hour is 
up, our infantry will storm their positions from all sides behind 
another creeping barrage. The armor will sweep in behind them and 
knock out any problems that come up. We'll push them back all the 
way to the city center, and if they refuse to surrender then we'll wipe 
them out." 


The tactical droid stood still for a moment before nodding. "Orders 
have been relayed sir." 


Nodding in satisfaction, Rune turned back to his binoculars in time to 
see explosions begin rising up from the Phindarian lines. A few 
seconds later a piercing sound akin to a wail shrieked overhead, and 
he soon saw the predatory forms of Hyena bombers making their 
way towards the city. Very soon they began dropping their own 
payloads, and more explosions rang out in the city streets as roads 
were cratered and buildings collapsed, anyone unfortunate to be 
inside meeting grisly ends. 


Rune knew that any civilians who had fled to the capital would be 
put in danger by the fighting, and quite a few would likely die. But 
that wasn't on him. The government of Phindar wanted to cling to 
their pride, and it would be their citizens who paid the price. Such 
was the tragedy of war. 


Rune continued to watch his forces work, from the beginning of the 
first barraged all the way to the final storming of the parliament 
building. Within a few hours the Blue Star was flying from the mast, 
and soon after that the remaining enemies within the city had 
surrendered. The minister who had raged at Rune before the battle 


began was brought before him at gunpoint, bearing the documents 
confirming the planet's unconditional surrender. 


After a mere two days of fighting, Phindar was now in the hands of 
the Confederacy of Independent Systems. 


Aboard C.S.S. Ambitious 


The mood among the organic crewmen of the Ambitious was a 
celebratory one. They had conquered a planet in two days and at 
minimal cost to themselves. The only thing that could have been 
better would have been an outright surrender from the start. The 
cafeteria was hosting a party, and someone had even managed to 
whip out some Corellian Ale. While that was technically forbidden by 
regulations, Vader would allow them a pass this time. After all, 
victory was always a thing to be celebrated. Otherwise war would be 
quite a dreary thing indeed. 


On the bridge Vader regarded the image of Rune Gunray, the 
ground commander of the operation. He had delivered a swift and 
spectacular victory, considering that the forecasts for the battle had 
been on average a week. Even if his enemy had fielded mostly 
militia forces, it was a remarkable feat worthy of praise. 


Rune concluded his report to the Sith, and he paused a moment to 
give a reply. "While it is unfortunate that you were unable to 
preserve the capital, you have still performed beyond expectations. | 
will be sure to note your performance in my report to Command." 


The Nemoidian nodded, humbly accepting the praise. Vader hoped 
that they would be able to work together again in the future; such 
competence was hard to come by. 


"Thank you, sir. When can | expect to transfer out? | can't imagine 
that I'll be kept on occupation duty for too long." 


"Most likely when the Ubiquitous arrives with the administration they 
plan on setting up for the planet. | can ask for you if-" 


Suddenly a droid called out to Vader from its terminal. "Sir, you have 


a priority one message from Raxus. It's from the Presidential Office." 


Vader glanced at Rune, who nodded. "I'll contact you later sir. Good 
luck." With a salute that Vader returned, Rune's hologram flickered 
out. After a command from Vader, the image of Dooku replaced it. 


"President," Vader said with a nod of acknowledgement, using the 
count's title instead of his name. In this situation Dooku was 
unequivocally his superior and deserved at least some modicum of 
respect. 


"Lord Vader," Dooku said with his own nod. "Our intelligence has 
acquired information that is of vital interest to your operations in the 
Phindar system. A Republic task force has been confirmed to be 
making its way towards your position. Their numbers are sadly 
unknown." 


Vader frowned under his mask. He had expected some sort of 
response, but this was rather fast. The Republic must have 
scrambled the first available ships. "Do we have an ETA, or is that 
unknown as well?" 


Dooku nodded. "Yes, if the report handed to me is accurate then 
they should be there in about twenty-six hours. We won't be able to 
get any reinforcements to you before then sadly." 


Vader's frown turned into a scowl at this bit of news, but there wasn't 
much he could do about it. He'd known this had been too easy. "No 
worries, President. | will hold here and drive them off. The enemy 
will not take Phindar." 


Dooku smirked. "I'm glad to see you're confident, Vader. You will 
need that bravado before long. There is one piece of information 
that | think will work to your advantage. Apparently, a Jedi is in 
command of the battlegroup. Considering your own situation, | 
thought you might be able to use this to your advantage. Good 
hunting." 


With a nod, Dooku's hologram flickered out of existence, leaving 
Vader staring out the viewport towards the slowly rotating form of 
Phindar. 


It was strange to the Sith Lord that Dooku would contact him 
personally to deliver this information, considering that he should be 
busy managing a country at war. It could be that he was simply 
concerned about the investment he had made, but even then, it still 
struck Vader as odd. Surely it would have been simpler to just have 
an intelligence officer deliver the message so that Dooku could 
focus on other matters. 


Yet more and more questions, he mused. | wonder if | will ever find 
answers? 


"Sir, your orders?" the tactical droid said from behind him. It had 
been listening to the conversation from the beginning. 


The Sith shook his head. He could worry about such things later; he 
had to get ready to welcome his uninvited guests. He turned to the 
tactical droid, hand on his hip. 


"Alert the crew at once; we have work to do." 
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The atmosphere among the Confederate forces was an expectant 
one. Still high on their successful conquest of Phindar, the organic 
personnel had little doubt within themselves that they would be able 
to drive off the incoming Republic forces. Even the slight numerical 
disparity in the Republic's favor (it was ten Republic ships, four of 
which were Venators ). How could they lose? After all, their 
surprisingly able commander had a plan. Or so the rumor went. 


"| must protest against this course of action, sir," the tactical droid 
declared once again from its place at the table. "My calculations 
place the odds of success at under forty percent; our best option is a 
tactical withdrawal." 


From his place at the head of the table, Vader kept his eyes glued to 
the holoprojector, which showed a representation of the Phindar 
system. Their forces were holding above Phindar, within the outer 
circumference of it's gravity well. The ships were arranged in a 
standard skirmish line, the four Munificents on either side of the 
Ambitious, which took the central position. Behind the Ambitious 
was the single Lucrehulk, giving the impression that it was hiding 
behind the other ships. This was certainly how he hoped the 
Republic would perceive it. 


"Your concern is noted," Vader rumbled, before turning his attention 
to the five holograms standing around the table. "Now, what news of 
the enemy forces?" 


A human male in the Confederacy's blue naval uniform with pins 
marking him as a captain on his collar began gesturing at the table. 
"Sir. Our scouts report that the enemy has jumped out of 
hyperspace near the seventh planet of the system. Along with the 


four battlecruisers that our scanners were able to pick out, we have 
also identified the rest of their ships. Luck is on our side, as three of 
their ships are Acclamator I's and thus unfit for combat. The other 
three are Acclamator II's, meaning in terms of combat craft they only 
outnumber us by one ship." 


There were grins exchanged by the other organics in the room at 
this revelation. Even if they had a plan for fighting all ten of the 
Republic ships, hearing that three of them would be useless for the 
space battle was more than welcome. 


One of the other holograms, this one a tactical droid, gestured at the 
highlighted position of the enemy ships. "Even with numerical parity, 
it will be difficult to engage the Venators while we only have one 
cruiser," it pronounced, dampening the grins of the organics. Its 
words were true; a Venator was more than a match for a Munificent . 
From what they had learned in recent battles, it was typically 
considered an equal engagement between the two classes if the 
odds were 2:1 in the Confederacy's favor. Suddenly the enemy 
numbers were more intimidating. 


"That is why we will be going ahead with the plan," Vader 
announced, grabbing everyone's attention as he began manipulating 
the projection. He proceeded to review the plan he had presented 
earlier for the benefit of the organic officers. "Our forces will hold at 
their current position and wait for the enemy to engage." 


The table showed the enemy ships moving across the system, 
engaging their own line at the end of the movement. Vader 
continued on. "Once they have made contact we will give the 
impression that they are breaking our formation. The Ambitious and 
the Dutiful will slowly edge back from the rest of the formation, 
bowing our line and drawing the Republic ships in." 


The hologram adjusted, giving life to Vader's words. The flagship 
and their Lucrehulk slowly edged back from the line, baiting the 
Republic into charging headlong at them. One of the organic 
officer's eyebrows were slowly rising as he caught on to the plan. 
"As the Republic continues its charge, the four Munificents will 
slowly begin to edge around them, until eventually the Republic 
ships are encircled." 


Now the Munificents began to move, and the Confederate formation 
slowly shifted from what could be described as a funnel to a closed 
vice, with the Republic ships in the middle of it. "Once that is done, 
the Dutiful will launch its fighters and bombers to attack the enemy 
from above, while all other ships launch their reserves to bolster the 
encirclement. Along with this, our planet-based craft will launch from 
the surface and attack the enemy from below. Then we will apply 
pressure until there is nothing left to squeeze." 


The holographic ships all did as Vader said, and the Republic's 
forces were whittled down by the combination of Confederate small 
craft and turbolaser fire from all directions. The tactical droids simply 
looked on while the organic officers nodded. Finally, Vader's tactical 
droid broke the silence. "If | may make a suggestion, sir?" 


At Vader's nod, the tactical droid began. "While the plan is sound, | 
would make a slight change to the loadout of the Dutiful's small craft 
complement. Even encircled, the Venators are a danger to our 
frigates. To minimize their threat, | recommend that ion torpedoes be 
loaded on the Dutiful's bombers. If they are able to deliver their 
payload, then the Republic ships will be helpless." 


Vader nodded, slightly surprised. He had been planning to have that 
done anyway, but to be preempted by his tactical droid on this 
matter was unexpected. Perhaps he had been unfair in his 
judgement of their combat capabilities. 


"| am inclined to agree with that suggestion," Vader said in reply, the 
other officers nodding. "Aside from that, are there any other 
concerns?" No reply. "Good, then to your commands. We have a 
battle to win." 


The various holograms winked out, and Vader strode out of the 
room followed by his tactical droid. They were silent at first, but then 
Vader spoke up. "| was impressed by your initiative. | didn't think 
such an idea would be included in your programming." 


"| merely suggested the wisest course of action, sir," the droid 
replied, its hands behind its back. "I apologize if it was out of line." 


Vader waved the apology away. "What matters isn't who presents a 


plan, but that the plan brings victory." 


The droid paused for a moment, its eyes flickering, before it nodded. 
"| shall keep that in mind, sir." 


After that they remained silent the rest of the way to the bridge, 
conversation not reaching Vader's ears until they had stepped 
through the door. Immediately upon entering the tactical droid asked 
for a status report which was quickly given. 


"Sir, enemy fleet is approaching at cruising speed. We estimate their 
ETA to be thirty minutes, perhaps less." 


"And our own ships?" Vader asked, crossing his arms as the 
holoprojector showed the situation. The red dots representing the 
Republic ships were closing rapidly on his own fleet. 


"All units report as combat ready, sir," a droid replied from its 
console. "The Dutiful says that they will have their small craft fitted 
with the planned payload in approximately forty minutes." 


"Tell them to double time," Vader replied. "The slightest delay could 
cripple us." 


As the droid carried out his request, the Sith turned his attention 
back to the hologram displaying the unit layouts. The world around 
him faded away into background noise as he concentrated not on 
the here and now, but on the universe itself, with all of its eddies and 
flowing rivers of light and vast mountains formed from stars. 


This was the Force, that ever-present existence which the Jedi clung 
so fiercely in an attempt to find a purpose to their lives. For them, 
this was everything. 


For Vader, it was simply another instrument in springing his trap. 


He navigated the truly wondrous space with unerring precision, not 
allowing himself to get lost in the strong currents, which even then 
threatened to drag him off to knowledge untold and secrets desired. 
They did not contain the key to victory, so he ignored them all, 
focusing instead on his goal. 


Eventually he found them. Thousands of life forms making their own 
way through the currents, all of them vibrant in their own way. Only 
one held his attention however, how could it not when it shone so 
brightly as to be blinding? He moved closer, realizing the presence's 
guard was down. They did not expect darkness here, how could 
they when he had concealed himself so thoroughly up to this point? 
If the Force was an ocean, then the Jedi were seals, carefree and 
marveling at the world above the surface. And if the Jedi were seals, 
then he was the leviathan lurking within the deep, setting out its lure 
and waiting for the chance to feed. 


Like ink in water he burst into the Jedi's consciousness, drinking in 
their sudden fear and shock. He took a moment to revel in the 
emotional turmoil before withdrawing just as quickly. He raced away 
from the shining light of the Jedi, taking note of them only to see if 
they were following. They were. 


Soon the world came back to him, and it was with a wolfish smile 
that he watched as the Republic ships began accelerating with 
abandon, their Jedi commander no doubt pushing them onwards to 
put down the threat they had discovered. 


Come, come after me little seal, he thought with dark anticipation. 
Come so | can clamp my jaws down and feast. 


This, CP-5479 (Rash) decided, was going to be an interesting day. 


For one thing, the launch orders had been given a full twenty 
minutes before they were supposed to be, causing quite a bit of 
confusion amongst pilots and mechanics alike. They were pros 
however, so the fighters were out before too long. 


Another thing that confused him was that, unlike they had planned, 
the fleet was charging headlong at the Clankers, their guns already 
traversing to pick targets. It was so unlike General Secura, who was 
known for being cool and collected even when the chips were down. 
Something must have spooked her. 


It's not like the Seps will last long either way, he thought. With just 


one cruiser there's no way they can hold the orbit. This'll be a turkey 
shoot. 


"All wings, report in,” the voice of the flight leader echoed through 
his com, breaking Rash from his thoughts. He listened as the 
various squadron commanders sounded off, detecting the eager 
anticipation they were all sharing. It was time to scrap some 
Clankers. 


"Echo-3, you're with me," another voice, this one belonging to one of 
his squad mates, came through. "First round of drinks says | get 
more than you today." 


Rash grinned. He'd take that bet. "Copy Echo-4, and | look forward 
to you buying!" 


Laughter was the response, until their squadron leader cut in. "Cut 
the chatter you two, enemy fighters have been sighted up ahead so 
stay sharp! We're going in with formation alpha. Also, Echo-3?" 


"Yes sir?" he asked, wondering what the lead wanted with him 
specifically. 


"When you buy the first round, make sure to include a Corellian Ale 
for me." 


An indignant splutter was his only reply, while the rest of the 
squadron laughed. It soon cut out when they were able to make out 
the red ion trails from the Vulture fighters. There were thousands of 
them, and they were closing fast. 


"Here they come boys! Look alive!" 


Numberless blue and red shards of energy flashed across space in 
an instant, while numerous fighters on both sides ceased to exist in 
brief flashes of steel and flame. Rash lost sight of his squadron in 
the initial clash, though the readouts showed they were all still alive. 
It was just him and Echo-3 in the melee, and it was chaos. 


Smaller dogfights soon began to form, involving anywhere from two 
fighters to two dozen. For their parts Rash and his partner flew in a 
crescent formation, keeping their eyes out for any targets of 


opportunity. Meanwhile the com had become a chaotic mishmash of 
reports, callsigns, and death cries. 


"Blue-3, Blue-3, he’s on your six!" 

"| can't shake the bastard, he's locked on tight!" 
"Gold-2, Fox 1! Fox 2!" 

"Stay in formation, Red-5!" 

"Kriff, he's on me, Someone- AGH!" 


Rash was able to tune out the calls that didn't relate directly to him 
and his squadron, instead keeping an eye on his scopes. He soon 
found his first target of the day, and his Torrent hungered for blood. 


"Echo-4, I've found us a target, two Tri-fighters below us at 2'oclock. 
Let's give em a warm Republic welcome." 


"I'm right with you, Echo-3. Hit ‘em hard!" 


The two fighters swooped down like hawks on the wind, their talons 
replaced with high-powered laser cannons. The droids were none 
the wiser as they searched for their own targets, and before long 
they were naught but debris floating through space. The Republic 
fighters soared by triumphant, already looking for a new kill to make. 


It soon became apparent to the Republic pilots that the separatist 
fighters were not operating with their usual numerical superiority. 
There were thousands of droid fighters, yes, but with the ships the 
seps had deployed for this battle they had expected tens of 
thousands. 


Maybe the defense fleet did a number on them in the previous 
battle? 


Regardless, Rash and his wingman continued their deadly routine, 
scoring several more kills (though to their mutual chagrin they 
remained at a tie). Slowly the number of droid fighters began to drop 
even further, their case not being helped when Rash scored three 
kills at once through a lucky missile barrage on a trio of Vultures . 


Suddenly the droid fighters began withdrawing from their dogfights, 
with many being picked off from behind as they raced away from 
their enemy. Rash was puzzled for a moment, but grinned when he 
saw the droids were running back to their capital ships, who even 
now were backing away from the onslaught of their own cruisers. 
None of the enemy frigates had been destroyed yet, but they were 
being pushed to the side. As for the Providence and Lucrehulk in the 
middle, they were putting up a desperate fight while slowly edging 
away from the Republic ships. They weren't quite breaking, but they 
were getting closer to it. 


"We've got them on the backfoot!" he shouted into the general com. 
"Hit 'em with everything you've got! For the Republic!" 


There was a roar of approval as the swarm of Republic fighters 
raced forward, eagerly joining their capital ships in the fight. As Rash 
and his partner regrouped with his squadron, a peculiarity of the 
separatist fleet caught his attention. 


Strange, I've never seen them use a half-crescent formation before. 


Putting the observation to the side as irrelevant, Rash grinned as he 
and his squadron entered a steep dive, coming down on the 
Providence and her fighter screen and spraying forth unforgiving 
blue bolts on their enemies. 


And ever so slightly, the separatist line bowed in and around their 
unsuspecting prey. 


C.S.S. Ambitious 


The bridge was a cacophony of various alerts and called out reports. 
Droids worked resolutely at their terminals while organic officers 
rushed to and fro, occasionally leaning over a select droid's shoulder 
to peer closer at some readout or algorithm. The organic 
crewmembers, being somewhat green, were visibly nervous and 
stressed as they did their work. They even bumped into each other 
now and then, so engrossed were they in their work. But for all that, 
the Ambitious kept operating smoothly, a testament to the good 


training the organic crewmen on the bridge and throughout the ship 
had received and to the straightforward efficiency of the droids 
working hard at keeping the ship going. 


A major factor in the ship's stellar performance (even as she feigned 
weakness and pulled back, she had managed to devest a Venaitor of 
half its main guns) was the towering figure standing in the center of 
the bridge, attentively dealing out orders as the situation required. 
The tactical droid stood next to him and doled out orders directly 
related to the Ambitious herself, allowing Vader to direct the fleet 
battle with more attention than he otherwise would have done. 


The Sith lord jabbed his finger at a particular area of the 
Confederate formation. " Quicksure and Strikefast are veering too 
far from the planned route. Have them correct immediately." 


A communications droid sent the orders, and a moment later spoke 
up. "Sir, Quicksure and Strikefast report that their shields are having 
trouble holding up against enemy fire in their current positions. They 
say they cannot hold where they are now." 


Vader shook his head. "Tell them to siphon power from non- 
essential systems to bolster their shields if necessary. If we can bear 
the brunt of the enemy's barrage they can hold on a little longer." 


As if to punctuate the Sith lord's point the bridge shook ominously as 
azure turbolaser bolts struck across the ship's prow. The shields 
held, though it was obvious they were under severe stress, and 
soon a retaliatory volley was fired from the Ambitious’ own batteries. 


It was proving rather annoying to get the organic captains to keep to 
the plan, though he could understand why. He was an unknown 
individual whose skill in command they had only limited knowledge 
of; he too would be at least somewhat leery of following risky orders 
given by someone whose competency he hadn't seen concrete 
proof of. 


An organic technician called out to him this time, his voice grim. " 
Ardent reports that their shields are down to fifteen percent, they're 
requesting - scratch that, Ardent's shields are down, they're taking 
damage!" 


Sure enough, the Munificent in question had minor explosions 
breaking out across her prow. She was barely hanging on, and 
Vader frowned as he saw the portside wing (and a good chunk of 
the ship's turbolasers and tertiary engines along with it) break off 
from the ship. He knew it wouldn't be long before the other ships 
began suffering damage as well. 


Can we hold? he asked himself. Have | overstepped myself? 


It would be beyond embarrassing to retreat from his first battle, after 
he had promised such an easy victory to Dooku no less. Even more 
than that, it would be tortuous to have his only taste of the war end 
with such bitter defeat. He had only just begun to savor the rush of 
battle, and he wanted more. To have it ripped from him so soon- 


"Sir, our ships are in position. The enemy is encircled!" 


Vader blinked once at the statement, and then grinned. It seemed 
the Force was with him today. 


"Message to all ships. Execute ‘Rat in the hole’." 


"Yes sir!" a droid replied, sending the message. A sense of 
anticipation hung in the air of the Ambitious. The moment that would 
turn this battle into a victory had finally arrived. 


Rash blinked rapidly. Even with the climate-controlled suit, he was 
sweating profusely from nervousness and tension. It was everything 
he could do to weave his V-19 through the storm of droid fighters 
that had suddenly appeared. It had all started when the enemy ships 
had closed themselves in a circle around their own fleet. This 
normally wouldn't have been a problem in a space battle, since 
ships in space weren't consigned to a single horizontal plain. 
However, it did seemed to be more droid fighters than there were 
airspeeders on Coruscant. 


"Fierfek, where'd all these fighters come from?!" 


"This is Blue-3, my squadron's totally KIA! | need backup from 
somebody!" 


"Red-7, watch your tail, watch your tail, he's- damnit, Red-7's down!" 


Rash grimaced at the chaos raging on the comm. Any semblance of 
cohesion in the Republic fighter screen had broken down as they 
were swarmed by a force of fighters five times the size of their own. 
It wasn't the numerical disparity that was the cause of it, rather it 
was the sudden and surprising nature of the attack. 


We were had, he thought to himself. This entire battle has been 
nothing but a setup to lure us into this deathtrap. 


His HUD suddenly tinted as a massive explosion burst out amidst 
the chaos, and with a feeling of shock he realized that they'd just 
lost the Wayward Haven, one of the Acclamators . A quick check 
revealed that all of their ships were suffering damage, as enemy 
bombers had taken advantage of their numerical superiority and 
surprise to launch runs on the Republic ships. Quite a few of them 
were armed with ion torpedoes, and a couple of Venators were 
beginning to drift even though they appeared to be in fighting shape. 
They were already being boarded from what he could see. 


"Echo-3, you alright in there?" 


It was his wingman Echo-4, and he never thought he'd be so happy 
to hear a familiar voice. "I'm here Echo-4. You heard anything from 
the squad?" 


There was a short and heavy silence before Echo-4 replied. "All KIA 
in the initial wave." 


"Damnit..." said hoarsely. It was every pilot's worst nightmare to be 
the only survivor of their squadron. They were like your family, the 
people you ate with, slept with, and spent your down time with every 
single day. A feeling of emptiness came over him. 


"Hey, we're still here Echo-3, and we've got a job to do," Echo-4 
said, the sadness making his voice raw. But it was also determined. 
"Also, | don't know about you, but | sure as hell don't plan on dying 
today. Either that, or | plan on making the tinnies regret the day they 
killed me." 


Rash laughed weakly. His partner was right. "Copy that, Silo," he 
replied, breaching protocol and using his brother's nickname. 


A voice suddenly came in over the channel, and Rash realized it 
was from the flagship. "Any available fighters, we have a new 
confirmed force of separatist small craft making their way from 
planet side. | say again to any available fighters, we have a new 
force of separatist small craft heading up from Phindar. Point 
defenses are overwhelmed, the capital ships won't be able to stop 
them on their own." 


There were a few confirmations and callouts registering that 
someone was responding to the call, but there were very few of 
them. 


"Control, this is Echo-3, Echo-4 and | will move to intercept new 
hostiles," he said, and a light blinking on his HUD showed that his 
wingman approved of the idea. 


They would most likely die, but at the very least they'd get to choose 
how they went out. Hells, maybe they'd even make a few kills. 


Angling their fighters to meet up with the others moving to intercept 
he newcomers, both Echoes 3 and 4 steeled themselves for what 
they knew would be their final flight, regardless of whatever bravado 
they shared with themselves and the other clone pilots around them. 


His radar showed multiple contacts up ahead of him, and Rash 
could see the red ion trails of the droids fighters rushing towards 
them. There were far more droid fighters in that one group than 
there were in the ragtag flight of Republic fighters moving to 
intercept. 


"See you on the other side, boys!" someone shouted. "For the 
Republic!" 


The two formations met, and the clone pilots fought with all they 
had. Each man that had flown to that part of the battlefield scored at 
least three kills before going down. But, in the end, they all did go 
down, Echo-3 the last among them. Even as his fighter fell apart 
under fire he rammed a Vulture out of sheer spite, the words of 


Vode An on his lips. 


But it wasn't enough. Even as Rash's group fought and died many of 
the droid fighters and bombers simply went around them, aiming 
directly for the Republic capital ships. The Hyena bombers 
unleashed their deadly payloads, and the Vulture fighters swept up 
what remained of the Republic's own small craft. 


The Republic capital ships desperately fought on for another hour 
before they were all incapacitated in some manner. Their efforts 
severely damaged three of the Confederate frigates, with two of 
them requiring a month in drydock before being considered fit for 
active duty while the other had too be scrapped. 


Soon all of the Republic ships which had participated in the attack 
were either drifting wrecks beyond repair or in the process of being 
boarded by Confederate battle droids. Most of them fell quickly, the 
weight of the droids' numbers proving too much for the security 
complements to bare. Resistance was fiercest on Aayla Secura's 
flagship, where she and her troops fought off the droids with 
particular vigor. It took Darth Vader himself boarding the ship along 
with a full regiment's worth of battle droids to finally quell resistance, 
though they paid dearly. Half the droids which had boarded the ship 
were completely scrapped, and Vader sustained a grievous wound 
to his shoulder before killing General Secura. It was only the death 
of their beloved general which broke the morale of the clones, and 
they surrendered soon after. 


Against all expectations, the C.1.S. had beaten back the Republic's 
attempt to retake Phindar. It was soon after the battle that 
Confederate reinforcements arrived, completely securing their hold 
on the system. For the price of three frigates they had taken a key 
location in the war and robbed the Republic of seven fighting ships. 
Not a bad trade by any standard. But by far the most important gain 
for the C.I.S. in this battle was the service of Darth Vader. 


Immediately upon his return to Raxus he was given a hero's 
welcome, greeted by the thundering cheers of the planet's citizenry 
upon his disembarkation from his ship. It was not every day that the 
Confederate citizenry received news of such victories as what Vader 
had achieved. Dooku himself met him at the landing platform at the 


head of a full honor guard to conduct the cyborg to the parliament 
building, with cheering crowds lining the streets on the entire way. 
Upon their arrival at the building, Vader was presented with a 
datapad containing a commission as a Rear Admiral in the 
Confederate Navy. He signed without hesitation, to the deafening 
cheers of the crowd. 


On that day the Confederacy gained a Rear Admiral and nascent 
war hero to lead the fight against the Republic, while the Republic 
gained a new enemy to fight in its war to restore order. What no one 
realized on that day, however, was that a new path had been set 
upon. A special path, which would see the orgy of chaos and 
destruction gripping the galaxy only intensify to heights even Darth 
Sidious had not imagined. And on the other side of this path, the 
galaxy would emerge completely changed from how it had begun, 
for better or worse. 


But for now, there was none of that. There was only the Rear 
Admiral, and his new role to play in the war. And play it, he would. 


Author's Note: Good afternoon everyone! | hope this update finds 
you well. 


| will be the first to admit that this chapter is a bit of a rush job, but 
frankly | didn't want to spend anymore time on what was only a 
stepping stone to the juicier parts of the story. One of the complaints 
| received while writing A Second Chance was that | devoted far too 
many words to describing minor events that didn't hold much 
relevance to the story. Case in point, the fact that the Battle of 
Naboo took two whole chapters while it only involved about ten or so 
ships. It quickly bogged down the story, which | only realized in 
hindsight. So, this is my attempt to circumvent that, rough around 
the edges as it is. If you guys have any suggestions on how | can 
find a balance between maintaining the story's quality while 
economizing on how screen time is used, | would much appreciate 
it. 


On a different note, I've recently started watching the Clone Wars to 
see if there any elements | can use to enhance the story. Not bad for 


a kids' show, but by God do Padme and Satine make me want to rip 
my hair out in frustration. For people who say they want the war to 
end, they sure do a lot to make it harder for the Republic to actually 
fight and achieve victory. 


But enough of that. | hope you enjoyed the chapter, and | look 
forward to your comments and thoughts. 


Til next time. 


New Job, Old Problems 
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Commander Bly's breathing was erratic as he loaded a fresh 
gaspack into his rifle, barely paying heed to the red blaster bolts 
whizzing by his position. He was down to his last couple of 
gaspacks, and he knew that many of his men were faring little 
better. To make matters worse the Seps had committed a whole 
regiment's worth of reinforcements, vastly outnumbering the already 
depleted Republic security teams. 


His eyes hardened. Best make the rest of his shots count then. 


With precision born from a decade of training he emerged from his 
cover, only exposing his body enough to aim the DC-15A at an 
approaching SBD. Sighting up, he depressed the trigger, releasing a 
burst of three shots directly into the droid's faceplate. The first bolt 
didn't make it through the armor, while the second left a noticeable 
scorch mark. The third sadly hit to the left, doing little aside from 
singing the paint. 


As if noticing him for the first time the SBD turned slightly in his 
direction and raised it's arm mounted blaster cannon, releasing a 
mechanical growl. Before it could fire however the droid (and the 
other two standing on either side of it) were cut down from behind by 
a blue lightsaber. Their mechanical forms fell, revealing the beautiful 
and shining blue skin of Aayla Secura, Commander Bly's General. 


The 327th Star Corps' beloved Goddess of Victory. 


He and the men with him let loose a cheer, but immediately faltered 
when she whirled around, desperately parrying a strike similar to the 
one she had just executed. She leapt back, attempting to gain some 
breathing room, but a black armored figure straight out of Bly's 
nightmares relentlessly pursued her, swinging his crimson blade 
with unerring precision. 


"Commander!" Aayla shouted, drawing his attention. "I'll hold him 
off, get the men to the escape pods!" 


Like hell we're leaving you here, Bly and his men thought as one. 
Instead he shouted, "Flanking positions, help the general!" 


As if they would leave her, the woman the 327th owed loyalty to 
above all others. The woman the men respected and adored. The 
woman Bly loved unconditionally. 


The men moved into position with textbook efficiency, sighting their 
rifles on the monstrosity daring to attack Aayla Secura in sight of her 
troopers. Before they could let plasma fly however the armored 
being kicked the Rutian Twilek away, waving his hands at the 
troopers who were all flung against the walls by an unseen force. 
Several sickening cracks were heard, and Bly himself was left dazed 
by the impact. 


He was just cognizant enough to see his general scream in outrage 
and leap at the black armored thing, her lightsaber dancing like Bly 
had never seen. The black figure seemed ready to meet the 
challenge, countering each movement of the Jedi Knight's lightsaber 
with his own. But it was clearly surprised at her veracity. If the 
towering figure dueling her was a mountain, then Aayla was the river 
which was going to break him at the foundation. 


Bly's faith in his general never wavered, and indeed seemed to be 
vindicated when she slipped past the monstrosity's guard and 
stabbed its shoulder. The clone commander felt elation. Their 
Goddess of Victory would come through, as she always had. 


Funny how quickly elation could turn to despair. 


With a growl appropriate to a demon the figure grabbed Aayla by the 
neck in spite of the lightsaber protruding from its shoulder. The 
Twilek desperately tried to claw the leather clad hand off her neck, 
but it was to no avail. With mocking slowness, the being held up it's 
deactivated lightsaber right over the Jedi's heart. Bly tried to move, 
to reach his blaster, to stand and rush the armored giant, something, 
anything. But he was powerless, his damnable body refused to 


move, and he could only watch. 


"May the Force be with you," the abomination mocked, and with a 
snap-hiss a crimson blade pierced Aayla Secura directly in the 

heart. Her eyes widened and she let loose a gasp of pain, before her 
body went limp in her killer's grip. 


He was jolted back into reality by the crippling pain of an electrostaff 
to his midsection. He was spat upon by a separatist interrogator 
demanding the information he had access to as a Commander in the 
GAR. He was assaulted by the putrid stench that permeated his cell, 
a result of his refusal to cooperate. 


Through it all, Bly screamed in heartbreak at this inescapable hell he 
now lived in. A hell without his beloved general leading the way. 


Confederate Ministry of War, Raxus Secundus 


Like any important government facility, the Ministry of War on Raxus 
was that peculiar blend of fine, classical architecture meant to awe 
the mind and the sort of functionality unique to governments which 
borders on scrimping. Marble columns and facades outside held 
within them a maze of offices, conference rooms, and study halls. 
Originally meant to house the command structure of Raxus' local 
defense forces, the building was one of the first of its kind to go 
through a complete overhaul so that it could adequately service the 
needs of the new and vast Confederate military. This had resulted in 
the aforementioned peculiar blend, as the original stately offices 
from the old days were now not a few hallways down from tight, 
spartan rooms jammed tight with a desk and other various items 
considered necessary to any officers residing in them. This led quite 
a few officers feeling like they were a minor bureaucrat on a dust 
ball, and not commanding a galactic military. It couldn't have gone 
any other way, really, as the Confederate Army and Navy had more 
or less appeared overnight, and there was simply no way to both 
give the officers the stately workspaces they felt they deserved and 
build the adequate number of them at the same time. Hence, the 
cramped offices, which everyone complained about in their own 
unique way. 


It was to one of these cramped offices that Darth Vader had been 
shoved off to, owing to the fact that he had quite literally come out of 
thin air and there was nowhere else to put him. Personally, while he 
felt his space could be larger, he appreciated the functionality of its 
décor and the no-nonsense attitude of its arrangement. Besides, it 
wasn't like he would spend too much time here. He was now actively 
fighting a war after all. 


"Admiral Vader," a protocol droid chirped from the door. "The 
holodisks you requested, sir." 


"Excellent," Vader replied, "Leave them on the desk, | shall sort 
them later." 


When my shoulder doesn't feel like it's being soaked in lava, he 
thought with a frown. He rolled his arm slightly to try and alleviate 
the pain, but that only made it rub against his suit and cause more 
discomfort. Blast this contraption and whoever put me in it. 


His discomfort was his own fault, he supposed. After all, he was the 
one who had recklessly charged against what he had later found out 
to be a seasoned Jedi Knight. He was lucky she hadn't stabbed him 
ina more vital area, thought that was subjective. After all, even if he 
hadn't died, he'd still been stabbed in his fracking shoulder. 


He had learned some valuable lessons. For one, it appeared his 
connection with the Force was muted, something that in hindsight he 
should have realized before, considering that the power of a Dark 
Side user was directly related to the power of their emotions. At the 
moment, he did not have any especially powerful memories laced 
with anger or passion to draw from. He knew that he could partially 
alleviate this through meditation, but that would be no substitute for 
the genuine item. Until further notice, he should be far more cautious 
when engaging the more powerful members of the Order. 


Second, and this related to the first lesson, was that he needed to 
exert more control over his battle lust. True, it could be used as a 
source of fuel for his more arcane abilities, but there were risks with 
relying on such a mindset when he was in charge of a fleet. It was 
this which had driven him to accompany the boarding party and 
engage the Jedi Knight, and it could have cost him dearly if things 


had been different. The role of a commander in the field was to 
direct the troops where they needed to be and give them the 
objectives, not to wade into the thick of combat and put the 
command hierarchy at risk. Until he could be surer of victory in such 
situations, it was best to just overwhelm the enemy with battle 
droids. That, or acquire a few higher end models such as Magna 
Guards for himself. Those were incredibly expensive however, so 
other options should be looked into if that didn't fall through. 


Those were things he would need to work on immediately. A more 
long-term problem had presented itself with his recent commission 
as well. As an admiral, he would inevitably be drawn into the politics 
of the CIS, no matter how much he wished otherwise. It would be 
important to gather allies in both the military and civilian 
government, mostly because he didn't want to rely too much on 
Dooku. Someone not informed on such matters might question why 
when the count had been so generous to him already, but history 
held plenty of examples on why trusting Dark Siders unreservedly 
was a bad idea. 


The problem was, he had no idea who to approach. 


Like the military the CIS government had appeared practically 
overnight, and while quite a few of its officials had formerly worked 
for the Republic almost as many were hastily drawn in to fill the gaps 
created by their leaving the galactic government. In other words, 
many officials in the CIS, including Senators, were rather unknown 
quantities, especially to him. 


That helped to partially explain the piles of data disks on his desk, 
even though Vader had not truly been able to execute his duties due 
to his current lack of a command. A profile of every prolific 
Confederate MP, military officer, bureaucrat, and even members of 
the Council lay on his desk. He had been spending the majority of 
his time reading through them when he wasn't reading up on the 
fluid situation at the front and Confederate ship and droid designs. 
What he'd found was most definitely a mixed bag. 


On one hand, the Confederates had managed to grab no small 
amount of talent for their civil and military services. Marked for 
further investigation were the profiles of individuals such as the 


famed Admiral Trench (currently a Confederate Vice Admiral) and 
more infamous General Grievous (officially the Chief of Staff of the 
Armed Services). He'd also prioritized the dossier of the officer 
who'd worked with him at Phindar, Rune Gunray. If nothing else, 
he'd serve as a valuable partner on any future campaigns, 
especially with his recent promotion to Brigadier General. And while 
there were fewer civil servants that had caught his attention, there 
was no shortage of candidates there either. Individuals such as the 
widely respected Mina Bonteri and the newcomer to politics Seth 
Gilboa were also marked for further investigation. 


He placed particular emphasis on Trench and Grievous. The 
former's field career was as colorful as it was accomplished, and 
Grievous' leadership of the Kaleesh armies in their war with the 
Huuk was legendary in the Outer Rim. 


But where there was talent, there was also incompetence and 
corruption. The entire Confederate Council disgusted him as nothing 
more than profiteers who cared little for the responsibility their 
sovereign offices carried. The majority were shortsighted, greedy, 
pathetic organisms, and Vader highly suspected that Dooku had 
only recruited them for their vast wealth and the ease with which 
they could be manipulated and controlled. He would do well to avoid 
these individuals unless he could find some sort of use for them. 
The same applied to a worrying number of military officers; far too 
many of them were former corporate enforcers for his liking. 


He frowned as a minor headache made itself known. This was 
something that had been occurring with frequency ever since the 
battle at Phindar. All of these individuals seemed to arouse different 
feelings within him that he could not identify a reason for. Respect, 
disgust, loathing, it was a rather heady mix. Most likely they were 
similar to whoever he had known in his old life before coming here. 
The Sith lord shook his head. 


Ruminating about questions he couldn't find the answer to was 
pointless. 


It would require time to form his own base of power from reliable 
people; for now it'd probably be best to focus his efforts on 
examining Confederate ship designs, which were a headache unto 


themselves... 


A chime from the comm built into his desk caught the Sith's 
attention, and without looking he accepted the call. "Yes?" 


He should probably have an adjutant to help with things like this, but 
one couldn't have everything they wanted. 


"Sir," a clipped voice with what he thought was a Rutian accent 
spoke. "Vice Admiral Trench requests you come to his office 
immediately." 


Vader's eyebrow was raised as he focused his attention on the 
speaker. Unexpected, but not entirely unwelcome. "Very well, inform 
him | shall be there shortly." 


Well, it seemed he'd get to meet one of his persons of interest 
sooner than expected. 


It had been a bit of a walk to make his way to the Vice Admiral's 
office, whom unlike Vader had been given one of the much coveted 
‘Penthouses’ (the nickname for the older, more spacious offices). 
The male Harch was well deserving of the work space, however. His 
career spoke for itself; the name Trench was practically a byword for 
CCM (Cloaking CounterMeasures) and the Firepower Conservation 
Doctrine. He was also known for his meritocratic approach to 
command and fair treatment of enemies once they had surrendered, 
a Sadly rare trait among Confederate commanders at the moment. 


Trench was quite large for a Harch, especially a male, and where a 
normal member of his species would have been made to seem 
smaller behind the large mahogany desk it only seemed to add to 
Trench's pervading presence. He sat with a straight back, clasping 
his middle hands together while the others rested on top of the desk. 
His six forward facing eyes were all focused on Vader, their red 
gleam only adding to the spark of analytical cunning and intelligence 
which lay within his cranial exoskeleton. His mandibles twitched 
while the fangs located within the insectoid's mouth clicked together, 
muttering some phrase in the Harch language. His custom made 


blue admiral's uniform only added to the Harch's sense of 
sophistication, while the fur collar lay upon his shoulders like the 
mantle of a king. 


Vader offered a salute to his immediate superior, the motion coming 
easily. While he hadn't had the chance to serve under the admiral, 
he nonetheless looked forward to it. This was a being the Sith knew 
he could respect. 


Trench's fangs once again clicked, and his mouth worked in an 
effort to form his words. "At ease, Rear Admiral," he spoke in a deep 
and full voice, like Dooku, but there was a noticeable lisp to his 
words. If his narrowed eyes were any indication, he knew there was 
a lisp and was highly annoyed at it. "| hope | haven't inconvenienced 
you with the summons." 


"Not at all, Excellency," Vader replied. He decided to offer the Harch 
an out with his language problem. "If you wish, | am perfectly 
capable of understanding your native language. While the Force 
comes with quite a few problems, it can be useful in certain 
situations." 


Vader was certain that Trench was giving him the equivalent of a 
raised eyebrow at the sardonic statement, but all the same began 
speaking not in the words of Basic but a series of clicks that most 
non-Harch would never understand even with a translation device. 
"You have my thanks then, | must admit your species’ mammalian 
sounds are difficult to imitate. This will save me a great deal of 
embarrassment. How are you acclimating to your duties?" 


"Well enough, for all that | have had very little to do with the lack of a 
command," Vader replied, wondering what the true purpose of this 
meeting was. He knew the Vice Admiral hadn't called him up to 
exchange pleasantries. 


"Yes, | suppose that would be the case, wouldn't it?" Trench 
continued in his species' language. "Before we continue I'd like you 
to indulge me, if it isn't too much trouble." 


Vader nodded, curious, though he was beginning to become slightly 
annoyed. His time was valuable, and a thing not to be wasted. 


"| have a simple question, you see," Trench continued, keeping his 
eyes focused directly on the cyborg. "What is your opinion of this 
war? More specifically, do you believe the CIS will be defeated, 
within the year if some people are to be believed?" 


Vader was initially silent as he analyzed the question. It did not take 
him long to come up with an answer which he believed to suit the 
current facts. Technically, the "correct" answer. However, he had to 
wonder if it was the "right" answer. 


Was Trench testing him? Was his loyalty to the CIS being evaluated 
so early? It would not surprise him; a new person of interest enters 
the war with no warning, and within two weeks is promoted to Rear 
Admiral based on the recommendation of the President alone? 
Suspicious was an understatement. He would likely be doing the 
same thing in Admiral Trench's shoes. 


There were two answers he could give; the correct answer, or the 
right answer. Based on Trench's reputation, he would most likely 
appreciate the former more than the latter, however just because it 
was the admiral asking didn't mean that the answer was meant for 
him. There could be others watching. 


In the end, he decided it would be best to give the "correct" answer, 
the one based on the reality of the situation. Trench's reaction would 
tell him everything he needed to know. 


"If things continue as they are, then we will suffer a military defeat 
within a year, two if the Republic does not maximize its advantages. 
The reason for this is simple; the constant defeats being suffered by 
our fleets, the rash and wasteful use of resources by commanders 
on projects of dubious utility, our dismal interactions with neutral 
systems and potential allies, and the frankly pitiful tactics which 
make up current Confederate doctrine. The Confederacy has the 
means to achieve victory, but only if we conduct this war in a 
completely different manner than has been the norm." 


Trench's eyes remained focused on Vader throughout his reply, his 
mandibles hardly twitching. To a lesser man, it would have been 
unsettling. Vader simply returned the stare. 


After a moment Trench's mandibles clicked audibly, and the Sith 
thought he saw something flicker in the Harch's red eyes. They 
broke eye contact when Trench reached into a drawer and withdrew 
a datapad, setting on his desk. 


"A good answer, but it is easy for a person to point out there is a 
problem. It is another matter entirely to propose viable solutions to 
fixing it." 


Vader nodded, seeing the prompt for what it was. "| would start by 
focusing on resource allocation. Initiatives such as the Malevolence 
are not things we can afford, at the rate things are going. Focusing 
on the production and refinement of weapons which we know work 
is the best option. It's foolhardy to ignore a tried and true tool after 
all, especially in a time of need." 


"So, you would ignore a new weapon simply on the basis that it 
might not be worth the effort and risk to test it?" 


"Not at all," Vader replied. "Rather, | would focus on weapons and 
devices which have a bearing in reality. For example, mounting 
turreted proton cannons on the Providence class would greatly 
improve their power projection in the field, providing us with a ship 
that could match the Venator for speed and the Lucrehulk refits for 
firepower. Thus, the Navy gets a ship better suited to its 
requirements while the Treasury only has to fund a simple refit of an 
existing class instead of the development of an entirely new model." 


Trench nodded, this time definitely looking impressed. "You have 
certainly been studying up on the war so far, | see," he said. "| must 
admit the idea of turreted proton cannons on our heavier ships is an 
interesting one. Something to look into later. Now, | read over your 
orders for the occupation of Phindar, and | found them sensible. 
However, hypothetically, what would you have done if the 
Phindarians had offered fiercer resistance? What if resistance 
groups had sprung up that began hindering your ground forces in a 
guerilla campaign?" 


This being is certainly in-depth. He's probably already thought of 
several different answers to his own question, and I'll be judged 
based on which ones | answer closest to. 


"| would start with the capture of a few of the more prominent 
groups, making an example out of the most belligerent ones. This 
would show that we are capable of finding them and that we will 
overpower them when we do. But this would only partially 
demoralize any resistance. To truly dig into their will | would make 
them believe continued resistance would endanger the lives of their 
loved ones. To do this without appearing overtly oppressive would 
require a bit of finesse. Taking in refugee families, even those who 
have members suspected of being rebels, and providing them with 
aid and shelter would be best." 


Trench's mandibles clicked. "You would spend Confederate 
resources on aiding the families of our enemies?" 


"It is well within our means," Vader said. "The nature of the droid 
army means that more supplies could be devoted to any such 
initiative. Taking in these families puts them within our control, as 
bargaining chips and potential hostages. And they won't even 
realize it. Most insurgents will be paralyzed by the simple possibility 
of us harming their families, while to the outside observer we 
maintain the moral high ground and even appear magnanimous. 
This approach would take a longer time to see full effect, but in the 
end the Confederacy maintains credibility and doesn't have to spend 
ammunition on disgruntled farmers and workers." 


Trench's mandibles worked for a moment, and his eyes had a 
glazed look in them. Most likely going over how any such operation 
might play out. Soon he had a reply. 


"Interesting... | have not had this sort of approach proposed before, 
but there is merit. However, what would you do if it didn't work out? 
More radical resistance groups could attack the supply convoys 
even if it meant risking the survival of their loved ones." 


"It is as you said, Vice Admiral," Vader replied. Trench felt a cold 
thrill in his soul at the flat tone. "They are the enemies of the CIS in 
the end. It matters not how many of them die, only that they cease to 
resist." 


The Harch was still for a moment, blinking in surprise. It was clear to 
Vader that the coldness of the answer had been unexpected. But it 


was still his honest opinion. He was a pragmatist, not a saint. 


"Indeed," Trench said after a moment of silence. The Sith sensed 
approval radiating from him. Reluctant approval, but approval 
nonetheless. "| believe | have a grasp of your character now." 


"And how do | measure up to your expectations?" 


"You're the kind of officer the Confederacy needs. You have the 
ruthlessness necessary to complete the objective even if it is at 
great cost, but also the pragmatism and foresight needed to see that 
it is done in the best possible way for the CIS. Though,” the Harch's 
eyes flickered briefly to his shoulder. "You also have a habit of 
taking actions with no small amount of risk." 


"In war everything comes with some degree of risk," Vader replied 
smoothly. "Only a fool thinks they can negate any possibility of 
failure on the battlefield." 


To that Trench could only chuckle in agreement. Vader smiled 
behind his mask. In the battlefield known as politics the greatest 
victory was winning people over to you, even if all you did was leave 
a favorable impression. Regardless of what else came out of this 
meeting, he would call this a victory. 


More importantly, it had illuminated a few things for him. Trench's 
questions had given him an insight into the admiral's own 
impressions of his colleagues. From the looks of it, Trench was 
displeased with how other Confederate officers had conducted 
themselves in the field, either through incompetence, excess or 
even both. Without a doubt Vader reminded him of General 
Grievous or Asajj Ventress; a mysterious figure whose only 
recommendation for command was the word of Count Dooku. One 
only needed a passing glance at their careers to see the worrying 
implications. Ventress for her repeated failures, and Grievous for 
turning so many successes into outright atrocities that could have 
easily been avoided. Having two such generals in high positions was 
enough to cause problems; having three could court disaster. 


"Now, | do think it's time | get to the official reason for this meeting,” 
Trench said, pulling out a holodisk from his desk and sliding it 


towards Vader. "This contains the details of your new command and 
assignment. Study it well, you'll have your work cut out for you | 
think." 


Vader took the disk and slid it into his personal datapad, skimming 
over the contents briefly to get a rough idea of what he was dealing 
with. "Task Group 'Rancor', numbering approximately eighty 
vessels, survivors from Jabiim and Muunilinst... Admiral, is this an 
entirely new formation?" 


Trench nodded, the apology written on his face being genuine. 
"Sadly. | attempted to protest, seeing as you are a newcomer, but 
the politicians were insistent that their new war hero have a 
command as fast as possible, even if it meant scraping together a 
half assed fleet from forces that have no experience working with 
each other." 


Vader's lip curled in distaste. Damned politicians and their games... 
"At least the organic captains will have some combat experience 
under their belts if nothing else... and thank the Force my first 
assignment is to drill them into shape. I'd question the civilians’ 
sanity if they expected me to win them a battle with these forces in 
their current state." 


Trench nodded in wholehearted agreement. "Win a simple skirmish 
and suddenly they think you're Revan reborn," he quipped. 
"Regardless, you'll need to set out immediately to assume your post. 
You'll be conducting drills around Randon while also protecting the 
supply chains that pass through there. It's close to the front, but the 
fighting there has been light. It'll be a good chance to break them in." 


Vader nodded, quietly hoping that no more supposed glory came his 
way for the duration of this assignment. Fighting a war with an 
experienced and reliable force was one thing; doing it with troops 
who'd never met each other before and had already been smashed 
in previous engagements was another. 


"If that will be all then?" Vader asked, eager to get started. He was 
going to busy in the foreseeable future, without a doubt. 


"Yes, dismissed," Trench said. "Good luck, and may the Great 


Weaver smile upon you." 


With that the Sith lord offered a salute before turning and leaving the 
office. Soon he'd be back in familiar and comfortable territory. Even 
if it was a ragtag one, he now had a command of his own, and all 
the responsibilities that came with it. He was going to have his work 
cut out for him whipping this fleet into shape. He grinned. 


It certainly beat wasting away in this building at least. 


Jedi Temple, Coruscant 
It was almost too much, Yoda thought, as he gave the eulogy. 


Before him was a depressingly familiar scene. A multitude of robed 
figures were gathered in one of the vast halls of the temple's 
Mausoleum, all of them radiating solemnity and world weariness. 
Well over five hundred Jedi of all stripes were gathered around a 
single coffin, which hovered over the niche in the floor which would 
hold it until either the end of time or the erosion of the temple. The 
coffin was symbolic however; no matter how much they might have 
wanted to it had been impossible to recover Aayla Secura's body, 
not without causing even more loss of life. 


"An example to us, you were,” Yoda's weathered voice echoed 
through the Mausoleum, barely hiding the sting he felt in his heart. 
"A being possessed of more courage and integrity, hard it would be 
to find." 


How many? How many students had he lost like this? Qui-gon, the 
closest thing he would ever have to a grandson, killed like an 
animal. Dooku, like Qui-gon almost a son to him, lost to the throes of 
the Dark Side and turned against everything he had stood for. 


And now Aayla, that bright and beautiful child who had always been 
eager to learn, to grow, to do what was right. Now just another 
corpse in an ever-growing mountain of death and suffering. 


"Died how you would have wanted, you did," he continued. "To 
defend those who could not defend themselves, quick you would be. 


Even quicker, to demand justice and what was right." 


His Jedi were all bowing their heads, the emotion of it all becoming 
too much for some. He spied Quinlan Vos in the front, openly 
weeping. He would have to offer counsel to him especially, seeing 
as the Cathar had been Aayla's master before she became a Knight. 
Mace stood next to him, the Haruun Kal native putting his hand on 
Vos's shoulder in a small measure of comfort. 


The trio of Tano, Skywalker, and Kenobi stood further up in the 
bleachers, but he could see they were no less distraught. Little 
Ahsoka held her hand over her mouth, her shoulders shaking. 
Kenobi's brow was furrowed and his eyes downcast, while 
Skywalker sat with his fists clenched. 


Too many Jedi had already been lost in this war, but Aayla's death 

was a blow to them all. She had been an unwavering star, a source 
of inspiration for many of the younger generation. A friend to many 

more. 


A star that had been snuffed out far too soon. 


"Missed by us, you will be," he said, he pronouncement seeming 
even more poignant with every head that nodded in agreement. "But 
take heart, we shall. Departed from this world you may be, but gone 
you are not. One with the Force, you are, forever removed from the 
torments of this world. Meet you again, we all will, when our time 
arrives." 


He paused, gathering himself, before giving a solemn nod to the 
Temple Guards standing at each corner of the coffin. They would be 
the ones to lower it and seal the opening shut. "May the Force be 
with you, brave Knight." 


With that the coffin was slowly lowered into the floor, two slabs of 
intricately carved metal sliding out from within the floor to cover the 
space. They shut with a resounding clang, the pillar of light which 
emanated from all Jedi caskets being hidden away. A final source of 
light to guide Aayla Secura's soul to the Living Force. 


Yoda's eyes blinked rapidly as the crowd dispersed. Even after 900 


years, it was so, so hard . Even if he had been forced to let go of 
dozens, maybe hundreds of bonds forged with his fellow Jedi during 
his tenure, the loss of each one was like a fresh wound to his heart. 


He would be recomposed soon, he'd had plenty of practice he 
reflected somewhat bitterly. Tomorrow he would be the solid and 
unflagging rock which all Jedi could lean on in their time of need. 


Tomorrow he would. Today, he would let himself acknowledge the 
immense grief he felt. Not just for Aayla, but for every living being 
who died in this senseless war. 


The war. Yoda's eyes narrowed as his thoughts turned towards it, 
particularly towards the being he was certain had killed Aayla 
Secura. 


A hero, they called him, Yoda thought, his walking stick creaking as 
his grip tightened. Spread wanton death and destruction, a hero 
does not. Feed on the darkness present in all beings' hearts, a hero 
would not. 


A hero would not do those things, no. But a Sith Lord would. 


Darth Vader's visage floated in his memory, the abominable 
imitation of a Sith War Droid drawing forth both dread and 
uncertainty from the Grand Master. 


Even from afar Yoda sensed the turbulence of the Force around that 
being. The crashing waves of the Living Force fell about him, and 
Yoda also did not have too look far to sense the insidious 
undercurrent of the Dark Side flowing forth like the vilest of inks. It 
had banished any lingering doubts in his mind about the survival of 
the Sith. Dooku could pin all of the medals and accolades he wished 
upon his newest pet; it would not be long before the galaxy saw just 
what sort of monster had been unleashed upon them. 


Growing in strength, the Dark Side is, he thought solemnly, gazing 
at Aayla's resting place one last time before beginning to make his 
way out of the Mausoleum. Most of the Jedi who had attended were 
already gone, those that remained having been particularly close to 
her. He made sure to stop and offer each of them words of comfort, 


especially Quinlan. He could not deny that it hurt to see that usually 
bright and mischievous soul so darkened by loss and grief. He was 
not more concerned because he knew that the Cathar had his 
friends to help him piece himself back together. 


They would endure the coming troubles, Yoda knew, as they always 
had. It would be hard, and there would be more death and tears 
before it was over, but by the Force they would still be here at the 
end. Where the Sith had raw power and cunning, the Jedi had the 
strength created from their bonds, and the will to carry on regardless 
of how bleak things seemed. 


Strike hard and fast, our enemies will, he thought, before his eyes 
hardened with the durasteel resolve that had steered the Order for a 
millennium. And survive, we will. Survive, we must. 


Author's Note: 


Poor Bly. | don't normally regret making characters go through 
hardship, but I'll admit | almost felt sad for him while writing his 
scene. Almost. 


| think Yoda is my favorite Jedi to write for; he's that old as dirt 
grandpa with wisdom you wish you had, but he can still Knock you 
on your rear if you get too uppity. The eventual encounter between 
him and Vader is going to be fun. 


The scene between Vader and Trench took a bit of doing; | spent a 
whole month trying to figure out how | wanted that thing to go. | 
finally got something I'm satisfied with, but yeah. Probably the most 
enjoyable part of this chapter for me though. Also a hint at what 
Vader will be doing next. He's indeed going to have his work cut out 
for him, training an entirely new formation. And that won't be the 
only thing giving him headaches... 


Someone mentioned that it seemed odd for Vader to reach Rear 
Admiral for a minor victory, and it's a good point. Dooku needs as 
many pets as he can get to keep the Jedi occupied, and the 
Confederacy has been so starved for good news that Vader's victory 


got far more attention than it normally would have. Though to be fair 
to Vader, what he accomplished was no small feat. His forces took 
the system in two days for starters, and when the Republic launched 
its counterattack he sank or captured all of their combat vessels 
while only outright losing one of his own. He'll have too perform 
much greater feats in the future if he wants to keep advancing like 
that, but for the moment its enough to get him noticed and put on the 
board. 


Hannibal was indeed an inspiration for the battleplan (though 
admittedly so was Legend of the Galactic Heroes :p) Coming up with 
your own battle plan for a story sounds really cool, until you realize 
that you can use existing plans from history and it looks way better 
than anything you could come up with. 


Anyway, | hope you enjoyed the chapter, and | look forward to 
seeing you all at the next one! 


The Precipice 


Disclaimer: | don't own Star Wars 
Ch VI: The Precipice 
C.S.S. Ambitious, in orbit of Randon, Randon System 


Randon was an important planet for the C.I.S. Located at the hub of 
several trade routes and serving as a flourishing center of 
commerce and business, it was a prosperous and peaceful world. 
The investments of multiple corporate entities, and the proximity of 
Hutt Space, had led to those same entities investing heavily in the 
security forces of the planet, particularly the navy. While the planet 
would never have the resources or wealth to project power into 
neighboring regions, she boasted first rate dockyards and orbital 
facilities to house a respectable defense fleet. When Randon had 
declared for the Confederacy, those same dockyards almost 
immediately began servicing Confederate ships, and the system 
itself formed a vital supply depot for the Southern regions. When the 
Confederacy had controlled them, anyway. 


It was for these reasons that High Command had deemed it 
necessary to position an eighty strong fleet of ships in the system to 
bolster the planet's defenses. If Randon ever fell, it would spell the 
end of any dreams to reopen the war in the Southeast. 


At the moment none of that was a concern to the overall commander 
of C.I.S. naval assets in the system, Darth Vader. While lately his 
time had been occupied with either fleet dispositions, simulation 
results for his still drilling troops, or convoy schedules for supplies 
destined for the front, he had elected to put all of that on hold to 
focus on a more... Supernatural, area. 


The confines of the Sith's quarters were filled with silence save for 
the humming of an active warship. The Sith himself sat in a specially 
made hyperbaric chamber installed not even a month ago for his 
use, his normal helmet and mask absent. Had anyone been able to 
see within the capsule they would have beheld a pale, scarred face, 


adorned with a rare look of serenity as the cyborg drifted on the 
currents of the Force. He had cast his consciousness into the depths 
of the Dark Side, allowing the coldness to act as a salve to his body 
and the crushing pressure to act as a testament to his strength. 


Just as the tides rise and fall, so to do | draw breath, he thought, 
punctuated with a deep inhale followed by a cleansing exhale. Had 
anyone else been there, they would have seen the shadows rise 
and fall with his breath. Strive not to be a predator, become the deep 
itself. 


The air within Vader's quarters became unnaturally heavy and still, 
just like the bottom of the deepest ocean. Light receded in favor of 
shadow, which was in turn leashed to the will of the Sith. They 
writhed and stretched as he wished, like the currents of the deep 
making their own way and ensnaring anyone or anything foolish 
enough to be trapped in their grasp. 


Be as the deepest depth, let no light escape. 

Let only the strongest survive the majesty of my whim. 
Let none dare defy it. 

For just as the depths, so to am I sublime. 


Said so softly, the seemingly self-aggrandizing verse was more akin 
to a fervent prayer. It was a request, a call for power, reflecting the 
deepest fear of all those who tread the path of the Dark Side. 


The loss of power, and the abandonment of the shadows. 


Over and over the Sith chanted this verse, something which had 
come to him in a flash of inspiration during his earlier meditations. 
Whereas before the Dark Side had seemed to struggle, to scoff at 
his lack of anger or even passion, now it slithered and snaked about 
his form eagerly. For him it would not stoke a flame, but would 
instead fill the deep. If it could not bask in the glory of rage then it 
would bathe in the coldness of hunger. 


He hungered for power, he hungered for safety, he hungered for 
victory . For what else could something as unstoppable as the deep 


achieve if not that? 


His answer would not come, as the stillness was broken by an 
insistent beeping. Vader's eyes flew open as he returned to his 
sense of self. For a moment he simply sat, regaining his breath as if 
he had just come up from a very long dive. He quickly realized that 
the temperature in the hyperbaric chamber was even colder than 
normal, and his breath came out in heavy wisps of fog. Manipulating 
the controls to replace his helmet on his head, the Sith saw that the 
beeping indicated a transmission from the bridge. He idly noted that 
the time was 0530. 


Ominous metaphors later, business of the fleet now. 


With a push he accepted the call, seeing the visage of the tactical 
droid which acted as his second in command. It was the same one 
which had been with him at Phindar. 


"Admiral," the droid said in its monotone voice. "| apologize for the 
interruption, but we've received a priority-one transmission from the 
Admiralty. They request you answer as soon as able. Also, the latest 
drill results came in." 


"| see," Vader replied, exiting the capsule and moving the call to the 
comm. device on his desk. "I'll take it in the bridge. What of the 
results?" 


The droid's eyes flashed as it processed the data, sending it to his 
datapad ahead of time so he could read the full report later. It was 
catching on to his habits quickly. 


"With this latest simulation, the fleet defeated the opfor primarily 
through application of the Base Strike Doctrine and use of light ships 
as raiding elements while the heavy ships stayed concentrated in 
their role as the main combat force. Final results tally at fifteen allied 
light ships damaged, nine destroyed. One cruiser was destroyed, 
with three needing time in drydock. One carrier was also damaged, 
none destroyed." 


Vader nodded, reminding himself to debrief his captains over this 
later. "And enemy losses?" 


"Thirty light ships damaged, fifteen destroyed. Ten capital ships 
damaged, three destroyed. Opfor planets Alpha through Delta were 
captured, with all being held against counterattack. Your surprise at 
the end of the simulation accounted for half the casualties sustained 
by our forces." 


They're getting better, Vader thought, pleased even if the casualty 
counts were higher than desired. At the beginning the fleet wasn't 
even able to maintain cohesion once | introduced the factor of 
surprise attacks by Y-wings. 


And now they were beating back surprise hot jumps by a Republic 
battlegroup in each system. While he still wished that the casualties 
were lower, it was progress. Things would likely be different when 
he led the fleet in actual engagements: then they would be acting 
out his tricks instead of trying to counter them. 


By now Vader had exited his quarters and was making his way to 
the bridge, holding a portable communicator in his off hand to 
continue the conversation. As he made his way through the halls, he 
saw various droids going about their tasks while the organic crew 
began their shift change. Those organic sailors whom he passed 
quickly saluted, more energy in the movements than when he'd first 
been put in charge of them. They had come a long way from the 
dejected, broken soldiers he had been given two months ago. 


At first, they had resented his authoritarian method of command, 
and there had been much shouting (on their part), cursing, and 
intimidation by way of (nonlethal) telekinetic strangulation in the 
beginning. But soon the sailors began to see their commander ina 
different light; there was still some fear of his looming presence, but 
it was also mixed with a healthy amount of respect for Vader's 
meritocracy and his willingness to listen to subordinates if they had a 
good idea. His swift and complete (again nonlethal) liquidation of 
officers deemed totally incompetent also played a part. Even if he 
instilled the fear of the gods in his subordinates, he also imparted in 
them a drive to improve and earn his respect. And earned it they 
had, both through the hard work of the organic sailors and the 
sleepless nights of the officers as they brainstormed ways to beat 
his simulations without his help. 


The result was a force that, while untested, was nonetheless as 
ready for battle as Vader could make them, assuming they entered 
battle now. He personally hoped that Task Group Rancor would 
have more time to train and iron out the last kinks before they saw 
action, but he knew that fortune was not always so kind. 


Shortly he was at the door to the bridge, and was greeted with a 
shout of "Admiral on deck!" by one of the B2 guards. He waved 
away the salutes of the organic crew, focused on the hologram 
standing next to his tactical droid. Coming to a stop, he gave a 
salute to Vice Admiral Trench, who offered one in return. 


"Vice Admiral, | wasn't expecting a call," Vader began. "It must be 
urgent." 


"Yes, | will get to the point," Trench said in Basic, his voice and face 
grave. "We've lost control of Ryloth, and Wat Tambor was captured." 


The organic crew members went stiff upon hearing that, and even 
Vader's eyes widened in surprise. Not at Ryloth's fall, everyone 
knew that had been bound to happen any day now, but at the 
capture of such a prominent Confederate. 


"| was under the impression that Tambor was ordered to flee and 
make his way here," Vader said. "Was his craft intercepted?" 


"From what we know it never left the planet," Trench said, his own 
confusion at the situation evident. "Regardless of how he was 
captured, the fact remains that he is now in enemy hands. This 
cannot be allowed." 


Vader nodded, already knowing where this was going. "You want 
my fleet to get him back." 


"With all due haste," Trench said. "| Know you wanted some more 
time to train up your forces, but yours is the only significant force 
close enough to act in time." 


"But what about Randon?" Vader asked. "If my fleet leaves, I'm not 
sure the defense forces could stand up to a determined attack." 


Trench nodded, most likely having accounted for that. "While it 


doesn't appear likely that the enemy will launch an assault, | took 
the precaution of detaching one of my own squadrons. They can 
hold down the fort while you complete the mission." 


"Very well, we'll leave immediately then," Vader said, already turning 
to give the orders. 


"Before you do," Trench called, regaining the Sith's attention. "There 
is one more thing." 


Vader tilted his head, wondering what that could mean. 


"Command has seen fit to dispatch assistance for you in this 
mission," Trench went on, his tone apologetic. "Apparently it was 
thought best that Asajj Ventress be assigned to help you rescue the 
Councilor." 


The cyborg put a hand to his hip. "Surely you are joking, sir." 


"Afraid not, Rear Admiral," Trench replied wryly. "In fact, she should 
be arriving any second now. The president ordered her there post 
haste." 


As if summoned by the vice admiral's words the |.F.F. of a fighter 
appeared on the ship's sensors. It was soon followed by the 
necessary clearance codes to land in the hangar. For his part Vader 
simply stared at Trench, somewhat indignant but knowing there was 
nothing he could do about this. 


"| hope she has been made aware that this is my fleet." 


Trench nodded. "She is under your command, that was made clear 
to her. She seemed miffed, but I'm sure that your... abilities will 
keep her in line." 


Vader shook his head. "We can only hope. If | may?" 


The Harch nodded, offering Vader a salute which was returned. 
"Great Weaver smile upon you, Admiral. We're counting on you." 


The transmission ended, and Vader turned to his crew. "Alert all 
commands, we're setting out as soon as everything is ready. Also, 


get Ventress' fighter stowed and have a droid escort her to my 
quarters." 


"A droid, sir?" 


It was a valid question, normally an organic noncom would be sent 
to escort a visiting commissioned officer. 


"I'd rather the droid be chopped to pieces than one of my sailors," 
Vader said wryly, and all the crew nodded at that. 


Better some B1 than them. 


The droid, surprisingly enough, survived the journey to Vader's 
quarters. 


Unsurprisingly, Ventress was fuming at the slight of having been 
given a B1 as achaperone in the first place. 


"Is there any reason in particular for you to think so lowly of me?" 
she asked through gritted teeth, the anger rolling off of her in thick, 
viscous waves. For most, it would have made for an intimidating and 
looming presence. For the Sith sitting behind the desk, it reminded 
him of an energetic and stubborn kitten. 


"Surely you understand that it is a simple matter of expediency," 
Vader replied. "After all, | was given very short notice before being 
made aware of this vital mission." 


The Dark Sider didn't seem to buy his explanation one bit, but the 
cyborg couldn't care less. He wasn't here to assuage some pup's 
ego. "Regardless, my fleet will assist you to the best of its ability. 
This is a matter of utmost national security after all. What intel do we 
have?" 


Ventress pulled out a datachip, setting it on Vader's desk and sliding 
it towards him. He put the chip into a receptacle, and as a map of 
their region of the galaxy was projected Ventress began speaking. 


"We know that Tambor is being transported back to Republic 


territory as part of a convoy. The councilor himself is being held 
aboard a Venaitor, identified as the Righteous . There are two other 
Venators in the convoy, but for the most part it consists of troop 
transports and medical ships carrying wounded troops." 


"Easy targets, in other words," Vader mused, analyzing the 
projected pathway of the convoy. "They must have been hoping that 
the limited escorts would make us disregard this particular convoy. 
Do we know their stops?" 


Ventress nodded, a smirk appearing on her face. It was a sadistic 
thing. "Our intelligence has learned that the convoy will be stopping 
at several locations along the recently occupied territories. It's only a 
matter of choosing where to launch our attack." 


Vader's gaze never left the hologram as several systems were 
pinged to indicate the stopping points. Most of them were impractical 
for his fleet to attack because of distance and their time crunch, but 
there were a couple that he could work with. 


"Milagro or New Cov seem to be the best places to stage an 
interception,” he said after a few moments of silence. "However, 
something about this bothers me." 


"What's to be bothered about?" Ventress said with a raised eyebrow. 
"We outgun and outnumber them by a huge margin, and they'll be 
moving slower than a snail's pace. This will be one of the easiest 
operations of the war." 


"That is precisely why | am bothered," Vader replied, now locking his 
gaze upon the woman. "It makes sense that they would hide 
Tambor in such a lightly defended convoy, But to move so slowly? 
To stop at several planets along the way that even the dimmest 
commander would consider not entirely secure? This does not 
indicate incompetence, but a trap." 


"Are you suggesting that we should let this opportunity slip by?" 
Ventress said, her aggression plain in her posture and through the 
Force. "Don't forget that you've been ordered to carry out this 
mission by Dooku himself." 


Vader stood up, easily towering over the pale woman. He matched 
her aggression with his own looming presence. His breath drowned 
out all sound, and the room began to darken and lower in 
temperature. "Do not forget," he drawled, his hand drifting to his 
lightsaber. "That you are under my command, and that this is my 
fleet. | will not shy away from this task, but | will also do it in the way 
that | deem best. You are here to assist, and nothing more ." 


He punctuated his statement with a slight pressure to Ventress' 
windpipe, even though his hands never moved from his sides. Not 
enough to strangulate, but enough to make breathing difficult. Her 
eyes were wide, one hand gripping her throat. Most likely she was 
surprised at how easily he'd broken through her defenses. 


Concluding that his point had been made, Vader released his hold 
upon the Dark Sider's throat. The gasping gulp of air she took in was 
like windchimes to his ears. 


"Now then, since we know about this convoy," he continued, as if 
the previous incident hadn't just happened. "I presume there are 
other similar groups of ships making their way back to Republic 
space?" 


Ventress took a few more breaths before responding, her eyes 
holding nothing but malice but knowing better than to provoke 
another reaction. "Yes," she answered, her breathing returning to 
normal. "There are three other convoys leaving at different times 
from Ryloth, with similar makeups. They also have similar routes 
and schedules." 


Vader cupped his mask's chin in thought. A plan was beginning to 
come together in his mind. "This information, | presume that it was 
from a very well-placed mole? One that | cannot be told about?" 


Ventress nodded, some smugness evident at being able to deny 
Vader some information. Not that it really mattered. "Yes, even the 
President wouldn't disclose the identity of the informant to me. 
Which means that they must be important, and in a very sensitive 
position." 


Vader nodded, having expected as much. He would have been told 


if the clone commander he had captured earlier had given up his 
codes. "Very well, then | believe | have a plan of attack." 


The woman leaned forward, excitement now entering her posture. 
Vader mentally snorted; she was so much like a Kath hound. 


"What is it, then? We need to get going as soon as possible." 


"In due time, Ventress," Vader said, keying the bridge on his 
intercom. "You'll have too hear it with the rest of the officers." 


His call was answered, the voice of his tactical droid coming 
through. "Inform the commodores that | have a briefing for them in 
thirty," he said. "Once that is done, get the fleet ready to sail." 


Ignoring the droid's "Yes, admiral," Vader turned to Ventress, 
gesturing to the door. "Shall we?" 


She huffed, but walked out of the door all the same, following after 
the cyborg. He could feel her glare the whole way. 


Vader led the way to the tactical room close to the bridge. By the 
time the two Dark Siders arrived there were three holograms and 
Vader's tactical droid standing around a holotable. The three 
holograms were of organic Confederate commodores, each one in 
charge of their own squadron of twenty vessels and groomed by 
Vader himself in carrier operations. While standard Confederate 
naval doctrine had squadrons centered around a powerful 
battleship, Vader had instead organized them around the four 
Lucrehulk carriers he had been given. A less heavily armed variant 
of the class, these vessels had expanded hangars in their rings, with 
dedicated facilities for housing and maintaining bombers and 
fighters. For this reason he placed high value on the ships, including 
them in the center of his task troup's battle doctrine. Combined with 
whatever small craft could be carried on his other ships, Task Group 
Rancor had a veritable swarm of droid fighters and bombers that 
could be sent up at a moment's notice. 


All those present in the room saluted as the Sith lord entered, a 


salute he returned as he walked up to the head of the table. For her 
part, Ventress leaned against the far wall, not wanting to be too 
close to the crowd. 


"Gentlemen, and ladies," Vader began, passing his gaze over 
everyone. "You all know why you are here, so | will get straight to 
the point." 


He manipulated the controls, bringing up a projected map of the 
Southeastern territories of the Confederacy. Or what used to be, 
before they were steamrolled by the Open Circle Fleet. Four planets 
were pinged, each along the Corellian Run. "We have received 
intelligence that the Republic will move Wat Tambor from Ryloth 
back to the Inner Rim in two days. They are attempting to disguise 
this transfer by putting him in one of several lightly defended medical 
convoys. Unfortunately for them, we know both which convoy it is, 
and its scheduled route." 


The projection zoomed in, various graphics appearing as Vader 
spoke. "The fleet will jump to Daalang, on the edge of our space. 
Once there, we will split the fleet into two formations. My Squadron 
will depart from the rest and head for its objective. The rest will 
move to Nexus Orta, smashing the Republic defenses there. There 
are only a handful of ships, so this shouldn't be an issue. Once that 
is done, the fleet will split into its composite squadrons and hit the 
other convoys. These diversionary attacks will be launched at New 
Cov, Druckenwell, and Paqwepor. Meanwhile, my squadron will 
intercept Tambor's convoy at Milagro, where we will recover the 
councilor before withdrawing to friendly space. The designated 
meeting point is Daalang." 


The commodores all studied the projection, put on a loop once 
Vader's explanation was done. He could tell they had questions. 


"We're covering an awful lot of distance, sir, and hitting multiple 
targets across a wide area," one of them, a human male, said. 
"Timing and coordination are going to be issues if we're separating." 


"We have the exact schedules of the convoys," Ventress said from 
her spot, drawing everyone's attention. "So long as there aren't any 
issues in transit, this will go off without a hitch." 


"Speaking of," another commodore, this one also a human male, 
spoke up. "Can | assume that we're hitting the decoys as well as the 
actual target to prevent the Republic knowing they have a leak?" 


Vader smiled under his mask. His officers were sharp ones. "Yes, 
along with the practical reason that it's a perfect opportunity to play 
havoc with their logistics. To answer the other question, Command 
has sent another squadron to defend Randon while we're away. I've 
been assured they can hold the fort." 


The third commodore, who had opened her mouth to ask about just 
that, closed it upon Vader's answer. 


"This seems very much like a trap," the tactical droid said. "Is it truly 
wise to split our forces in this manner?" 


Vader nodded. "I'm almost certain that it is, but we have little choice. 
Recovering the councilor is far too important." 


"Even then," the first commodore said, pointing to Milagro. "Why 
commence the interception there? Milagro is awfully close to actual 
Republic space." 


"It is, but it is also lightly defended, with most of their forces still 
oriented to Ryloth and Christophsis. The closest Republic forces that 
can respond to any of our attacks will be whatever they left as 
garrisons in the occupied systems. And those will be no match for 
even a single carrier group." 


"| do have one more question," the third commodore spoke up. "Why 
exactly are these convoys moving so slowly? | noticed that each one 
is making several stops, even the actual target." 


All eyes turned to Ventress, seeing as she was the one who had 
brought this information. She offered a simple shrug. "We believe 
they're picking up more wounded on the way. Apparently, there 
have been guerilla campaigns on the planets we're hitting, and the 
Republic's casualties haven't been light." 


"Will we be lending any assistance to these guerillas?" the same 
commodore asked, which Vader nodded negatively to. 


"No, we don't have the resources or time for that. Your objectives 
are to hit your targets, cause havoc, and then withdraw after half an 
hour of combat. Nothing more." 


The commodores nodded, having expected that much. While it 
rankled to leave their countrymen in the lurch, they knew that too 
much was at stake to let mere sentiment guide their actions. And 
besides, just because they weren't liberating these planets now 
didn't mean there wouldn't be another chance in the future. 


Seeing that his officers understood their roles, he concluded the 
meeting. "We leave as soon as all ships are ready. | have sent each 
of you your objective, it should be in your datapads now. 
Remember, while your goal is to cause havoc, do not overstay your 
welcome. Resistance is estimated to be light, but that doesn't mean 
things won't change. And above all, do not expect this to be easy." 


There was a brief pause, before one of the commodores gave a wry 
smirk. "Easy left our vocabulary the moment you were made our 
commander, sir." 


The other two commodores gave slight smiles at the woman's 
remark, while Vader's own smirk went unseen. "May fortune smile 
upon you." 


The commodores all saluted, which Vader and his droid returned. 
"And may the glory of victory be yours,” they chorused, before their 
holograms dissolved. 


Vader wasted no time, turning and leaving from the room, the 
tactical droid and Ventress on his heels. "| want everything locked 
down, make sure the ammo and fuel is good for this mission and the 
return. Have our starfighter wings assembled in launch formation by 
the time we depart, and also send a notice planetside just what is 
going on. | don't want them panicking when we leave." 


"Right away, sir," the droid said, sending out the orders through its 
connection to the ship even as Vader gave them. "Is that all?” 


Vader tilted his head, before he glanced at Ventress. "Assign a 
fighter wing to Commander Ventress, and get her craft 


accommodated. Make sure it's operating at peak performance.” 


"How kind,” she drawled. "If that is all, I'd like to go to my quarters. 
also don't need a chaperone this time." 


Vader nodded, and the woman briskly moved off. The cyborg and 
his droid watched her go. 


"By my calculations," the droid said when Ventress had turned the 
corner. "She will be the cause of multiple headaches for us." 


Vader mentally snorted, not disagreeing with the droid's 
assessment. Bold he may be, but hot-blooded officers with their 
eyes on glory didn't have a record of lasting long in his fleet. 


"Let's just hope Dooku doesn't hold it against us if something 
happens to his pet," Vader replied, before turning to walk towards 
the bridge. "But never mind that, we have a fleet to ready." 


And so, with little forewarning or time to prepare, Rear Admiral 
Vader's fleet left the Randon system for its new, vital mission. The 
fleet moved to Daalang as a single unit before departing as Vader 
had planned. For their part, the rest of Task Group Rancor caught 
the Republic forces by surprise at Nexus Orta, destroying all enemy 
ships in the system for no losses. Wasting no time, as they knew 
how tight the clock was, they proceeded to split into their composite 
squadrons and move towards their objectives, each group's journey 
lasting about a day. Arriving at precisely the same time as their 
targets, each carrier group of Vader's fleet wreaked havoc, 
destroying the convoy defenses and eliminating all non-medical 
ships. Out of all of the squadrons, one frigate had been lost. It was a 
stunning victory, even for the victors themselves. 


After completing their objectives, these three carrier groups of Task 
Force Rancor were able to withdraw in good order as planned, 
eventually meeting up at Daalang. After an excursion which had 
lasted three days, their part was over. 


As for the carrier group directly under Rear Admiral Vader, things 


would take a different turn. 


It's been a while everyone. | apologize for this particular delay, | 
didn't foresee the amount of attention and energy my capstone 
would require. That was during the Fall, and by the time Spring 
rolled around | was further delayed by a combination of personal 
issues and focusing heavily on my schoolwork to dull said issues. 


But, that's all over now, and | am a college grad. | figured that with 
that I'd run out of excuses to put off writing, and thus, here we are. 


| will admit, most of this is a single stream of consciousness, as it 
almost completely deviates from the original outline | had. The only 
piece of that outline which survived is the fact that Tambor needs to 
be rescued, and that Vader is about to launch a daring campaign. 
Reckless would be a word many would use. 


The chapter is brief, and | do feel bad after you've all waited so long 

(and to those of you who've been patient with me all this time, | truly 

thank you). Rest assured that the next, while it may not be very long, 
will be much more action packed. 


| hope you enjoyed, and | look forward to seeing you all next time. 


The Nightmare of Milagro 


Ch. VII: The Nightmare of Milagro 
C.S.S. Ambitious, en route to Milagro 


Through the wild and surreal trails of hyperspace a group of twenty 
Confederate warships made their way to Milagro in a formation 
shaped like a three-sided pyramid. A single squadron, it consisted of 
a screen of fifteen Munificent Class frigates and Recusant Class 
destroyers. The Munificents, well-known for their adeptness as 
raiders and advance scouts, made up the outer walls of the 
formation, placed to serve as flankers and support for the more 
powerful ships. The Recusants, with main guns meant for a heavy 
cruiser mounted on their prows, were alongside the frigates. With a 
Munificent not having the firepower to go head-to-head with a 
Republic star destroyer, the Recusants were there to provide 
hardness to the Confederate screen. They weren't meant to fight a 
Republic capital ship on their own either, but as part of a formation 
such as this one they could do significant damage. 


At the center of the pyramid were the five Confederate capital ships, 
the lynchpins of the force. Four of them were the venerated 
(dreaded by the Loyalists) Providence Class cruisers, including the 
flagship Ambitious . Possessing the speed of a cruiser and the 
armament of a star destroyer, they had a well-earned reputation as 
the tip of the Confederacy's spear. While their turbolasers, missile 
and torpedo launchers were all powerful and deadly, the true power 
of the Confederate cruisers lay in their midships. On both the port 
and starboard sides, heavily armored and shielded gun decks 
housed five proton cannons apiece. These cannons, even more 
powerful than their planet bound cousins, could pierce the strongest 
shields, shred the strongest armor, and obliterate the deepest 
fortifications. One round was all that was needed to wipe an entire 
city block from the map, or shear the bridge tower off of a Venator . 
So far, the Republic had no answer to these guns except to evade 
them. Their greatest handicap was that they were kept in fixed gun 
bays on the port and starboard sides, limiting their firing arcs. 


Something that had been exploited in the past. 


Within the last capital ship lay the true strength of the Confederate 
squadron, the source of its moniker as a carrier group. The 
Lucrehulk-C Class was a more cargo-oriented variant of the heavily 
armed battleships of the same class. The cargo this specific class 
carried was not the unending droid hoards, however, but rather 
thousands upon thousands of droid fighters. Vultures, Hyenas, 
Troikas 1 , and various organically-piloted small craft were neatly 
packed into the carrier's cavernous hangars, ready to launch at a 
moment's notice either through the two main openings at the end of 
each arm or through numerous launch tubes located along the edge 
of the ship's ring. A Confederate carrier could easily put five 
thousand small-craft into the void in seconds, and supplemented by 
the already numerous compliments of the other ships this made for 
any Loyalist fighter wing being outnumbered by several orders of 
magnitude. 


From the bridge of the Ambitious, Vader stared out upon this force 
and the blue madness of hyperspace which lay beyond. Around him 
the bridge was mostly silent, the crew working diligently to ensure 
that nothing catastrophic happened while they were in transit to their 
target. He approved of the lack of chit chat; the last thing he wanted 
was to die because of a simple mechanical or systems error due to 
lack of attention. 


He smiled as he took in the crazed blue lines and glimpses of a 
damning void that made up the vista of hyperspace. Most beings 
avoided looking directly at it for fear of Hyperspace Madness, but he 
found it pleasing. There was something roguish and gallant about 
trusting the fate of a campaign, of your very life, to the whims of a 
dimension that no one truly understood. That, and it was beautiful in 
its own way. The pallet of blues and whites and blacks flashing by in 
an infinite loop made for quite the sight. 


Shaking his head at the errant thoughts, the Confederate Admiral 
checked his holowatch. It was set on a countdown for the ETA, a 
countdown which was becoming increasingly smaller. 


"Status report," he called out, wanting to make sure there were no 
missed issues with the fleet. 


"Sir," the tactical droid replied, its eyes flashing as it ran through the 
systems. "All sections report optimal conditions and combat 
readiness. No serious issues have been discovered." 


Vader nodded, pleased. "And the fleet?" 


The droid's eyes flashed again, for a longer period this time. "All 
ships report combat readiness. C.S.S. Reaper reports a connectivity 
issue with some its fighter wings, but aside from that there are no 
immediate concerns." 


"Good," Vader said, his smile widening under his helmet. "It seems 
we're as ready for the Republic's trap as we can be." 


The tactical droid (he really needed to come up with a name for it) 
clasped its hands behind its back, nodding its head in agreement. 
"Indeed, sir. By my calculations there is a considerable chance that 
intelligence's numbers were misleading, at the very least." 


"My thoughts as well," The cyborg replied. "There will almost 
certainly be a Jedi or two among the enemy forces. This will not be 
as simple as Ventress' smash and grab." 


"How is she faring, by the way?" Vader asked. 


"The commander has settled into her position well enough, 
surprisingly,” the tactical droid said after a moment. "She has spent 
most of the past two days running simulations for her part in the 
operation." 


Vader nodded, approving of Ventress' dedication. She was still 
hotheaded and mildly disrespectful, but he could ignore that in the 
face of her genuine desire to do well and succeed. She took her 
objectives seriously, if nothing else. Hopefully her battlefield record 
would not come back to haunt her in this battle. 


"Let us hope her practice pays off," he said, leaving the matter. 
"What do you think of my prediction regarding Tambor's actual 
location?" 


It was a thought that had occurred to him once they had split from 
the rest of the fleet, and the closer they got to their target the more 


convinced he was that he was right. He already believed the 
Republic had more than a few extra ships waiting for him, why not 
add this bit of subterfuge on top of it? 


Essentially, the prediction was that the Republic had decided to stick 
Tambor in a ship aside from the obvious location of one of their 
Venators . Intel's findings be damned, it was what Vader would have 
done if his defenses were so light, especially if he knew the enemy 
was going to hit him and hit him hard. 


"It is not outside the realm of possibility," the tactical droid answered 
after a moment of number crunching. "The chances of your 
prediction being correct increase if the ones who orchestrated the 
trap are the Open Circle Fleet's regular commanders." 


That would be a trick from the playbook of those two. Vader had 
studied the battles of Obi-wan Kenobi and Anakin Skywalker 
multiple times, and his conclusion was that Skywalker was a mad 
daredevil. Kenobi was the only one who could target his madness 
into something useful. 


He both dreaded and anticipated their eventual meeting on the 
battlefield. Hopefully that meeting wouldn't involve testing their 
swordplay. 


"Indeed," Vader replied, banishing his errant thoughts. "I just hope 
they aren't here in person. I'm perhaps a bit green to be taking on 
such veterans." 


Before the tactical droid could respond, most likely with a dry remark 
about his current record for Jedi killing, a warning was announced 
by a technician stating their imminent arrival. 


"Battle stations throughout the fleet," the tactical droid declared 
without prompting (it was getting better and better at predicting 
Vader's orders). "Fighters have priority for small craft launches. 
Spool up the proton cannons and ready thrusters for maneuvers." 


A shrill alarm blared throughout every ship on the fleet, organics and 
droids alike rushing to their positions. Last minute checks were run 
on small craft before their launch, while bulkheads were sealed and 


security details readied for possible boarding actions. At the same 
time boarding craft carrying entire battalions of battle droids were 
primed, their black forms merely waiting for the go ahead to launch. 
The main guns on the prows of the screens whirred to life, while in 
the gunbays of the cruisers the proton cannons hummed ominously 
as their ammunition racks cycled the opening round. Onboard the 
carrier, droid fighters and bombers cycled into their launch tubes, 
their engines humming as they readied to sortie. 


For a moment the everything seemed still, the tension thick and 
oppressive as everyone readied themselves for the coming crucible. 
It was a moment both terribly long and all too short. 


The blue insanity of hyperspace retreated, and soon battle was 
joined. 


"Launch." 


Asajj grinned at the simple command, gunning the engines on her 
distinctive Ginivex fighter out of the launch tube. Upon exiting from 
her mothership, Ventress unfolded the fighter's sail, and what she 
saw made her whistle. 


Vader clearly hadn't been exaggerating when he talked about the 
carrier group's efficiency. Already there were thousands of fighters 
and bombers in the void, arranged into attack formations and 
making their way to the scrambling Republic ships. And there were 
thousands, thousands more just waiting to go. 


With a longing look at the shrinking dots of the first wave, Ventress 
put her own craft into a holding pattern above the Ambitious . Much 
as it rankled her, and no matter how much pestering and attempted 
strong-arming she did, Vader had not budged on keeping her out of 
the initial attack. Logically she knew it wasn't her mission, but her 
blood sang at the thought of crashing into the enemy's fighter 
formations, of cleaving a fiery swathe through the Jedi's slaves. 


Speaking of, she took a look at the sensor telemetry provided by the 
capital ships, and quickly grimaced. That... was quite a few more 


combat vessels than intelligence had accounted for. The enemy 
easily matched their own force in terms of quantity, and the number 
of Venators was double their own capital ships. Perhaps this was 
the Force chiding her for being so gung-ho with this mission. 


Her comm. pinged, and upon answering she was greeted with the 
death rattle of Darth Vader's breath. 


"Ventress," he said, the baritone voice betraying none of his 
thoughts. "It seems we'll have too up your timetable. Even with our 
predictions, there are still more ships than we anticipated." 


"Fine with me," the Dark Sider replied, none too worried about her 
own prospects. "I'm not sure how many of the transports will actually 
break through if we go now though." 


"No worries," Vader said, garnering an unseen raised eyebrow from 
Ventress. "The enemy's numbers will not be too much of an issue." 


"Oh?" 


Ventress sensed a savage anticipation from her fellow Dark Sider, 
and even though she was thousands of meters away it caused her 
to shudder. Her master had said that when he first met him Vader's 
presence in the Force was muted, describing it as akin to looking at 
something through a distorted glass window. 


She felt that assertion needed a slight reassessment, because what 
she felt now was almost as oppressive as when he had loomed over 
her in his quarters, every inch a Sith Lord. 


Secretly, in the depths of her deepest thoughts, Ventress admitted 
that she was afraid of this man and what he could do. 


"It's simple," the Confederate Admiral said, either oblivious to her 
feelings or more likely not caring. "The enemy thinks their numbers 
give them an advantage, but all they've done is give us more 
targets." 


With that the channel was closed, leaving Ventress none the wiser 
as to how the Confederates would get out of their current 
predicament. Nonetheless, she decided to put her trust in whatever 


Vader's solution turned out to be, knowing that she had her own part 
to play. 


It was only when she was redirected to link up with the boarding 
transports as they were launched, that a quick look at her sensors 
gave her an idea of how they were going to offset the Republic's 
numbers. 


"That clever bastard." 


C.S.S. Ambitious 


"Second wave has reached their positions, flight commanders report 
readiness." 


"And so, they sit in our jaws," Vader said idly, gazing at the 
projected layout of the battlefield. He despaired slightly at the 
predictability of his opponents. 


It was a well-established fact that most Confederate formations up to 
this moment had utilized a Lucrehulk-B as their lynchpin. These 
ships were best suited for the big gun battles that had dominated the 
war so far. They were big, heavily armed, and not did not carry as 
heavy a compliment of small craft as a carrier variant. Which meant 
that most Confederate formations did not have the sheer number of 
fighters and bombers, and the enhanced power projection that came 
with them, as a carrier group from Task Group Rancor. 


This meant that Vader could not only launch an all-out attack with 
thousands of his small craft, he could also send another formation of 
equal size as the first to menace his enemy on the flanks. And if 
those flanks happened to consist of helpless transports with 
nowhere to go... 


"Enemy ships are breaking off from their main formation,” an organic 
operator called out with growing excitement. "Around three quarters 
are holding their positions facing us." 


Vader smirked at the eagerness of his crew. Their enthusiasm was 
infectious. "Status of our first wave?" 


"First wave has made contact," another operator said. "Enemy small 
craft have engaged, but we have a 5:1 superiority.” 


That the Confederate forces still had enough reserves to launch 
another two waves of equal size to the ones they already had went 
unsaid. 


"Tell Ventress to get ready to fall in with the boarding transports, 
they'll be launching shortly. Meanwhile, maneuver our cruisers into 
formation Zeta, order their starboard proton cannons targeting 
systems to be slaved to ours. Status of the observation droid?" 


"In position, Rear Admiral," a droid said as the cruiser shuddered, 
the Ambitious and her sister ships already presenting their starboard 
sides. "Targeting data is being sent now." 


Normally, the proton cannons were not able to make the best of their 
exceedingly long range, being hampered by a targeting system that 

made Vader want to snap the neck of whoever had designed it. With 
telemetry from a recon craft lazing far from the battle, however, they 
were able to make up for the system's deficiencies, and get the most 
out of their main guns. 


"Excellent, prepare to fire on my mark," Vader said, the lights on the 
bridge soon flickering as the proton cannons began powering up for 
their first shots. In the gun bays of each cruiser the cannons 
adjusted their barrels down to the smallest fraction of a degree, the 
targeting computers on board the Ambitious ensuring that each 
cannon was aimed for a different target. The starboard gun bays of 
the Confederate cruisers were soon filled with a deafening hum as 
twenty cannons each with the power to wipe a city block from 
existence were readied to be unleashed. Even if the Loyalist capital 
ships had been able to detect the locks, there would have been little 
they could do about it. They had not planned on the enemy having 
so many Providences lined up, and the most certainly hadn't 
counted on an enemy who had worked around the well-known 
issues with the targeting systems. It meant that up until now, range 
had never been an issue for Loyalist ships when fighting the 
Confederates. And one distinct advantage a Providence had was 
that its proton cannons far outranged the main guns of a Venator. 


"Targets dialed in and cannons loaded," the tactical droid said, its 
eyes flashing. "When you are ready, sir." 


For a moment the bridge was silent, everyone tensed in anticipation. 
Outside the opposing forces’ fighter wings clashed, brightening the 
space around Milagro with the flairs of dying pilots and disintegrating 
fighters. Droid bombers made daring runs on Republic warships, 
attempting to be as much of a nuisance as possible to their larger 
targets. Damage was done, but even with proton torpedoes there 
was only so much they could do. On the bridge of the Righteous, the 
Loyalist flagship, a previously serene Jedi called out in panic for his 
fleet to take evasive action. 


It was too late. 
"Fire." 


Aboard each Confederate cruiser five thunderous booms sounded 
as their proton cannons fired the opening volley. Lights flickered 
(and in a couple of cases even shorted out) as their main 
armaments sounded off their contempt for the very idea of Republic 
shielding. As for the Republic ships themselves, it was but an instant 
before most of them were hit. Two of the shots had outright missed, 
while four more had been slightly off the mark and hadn't hit the 
exact spot they were aiming for, but the rest were dead on. Venators 
and Acclamators belched fire and smoke as they struggled to 
compensate for the sudden massive damage they had received. 
One Loyalist cruiser even started drifting, her engines having been 
totaled by a very lucky shot. 


The crews of the Confederate ships let loose a cheer. They knew 
their enemy hadn't yet been beaten, but no one could deny the 
Loyalist forces had been given a bloody nose. Already the enemy 
formation was breaking ranks, abandoning cohesion in favor of 
avoiding being hit in a similar manner to their sister ships. 


The proton cannons fired again, most of their shots hitting the same 
ships as before. Many of these went dark as their power cut out and 
were considered mission kills, while others had their bridges 
sheared off and were rendered largely ineffective. A Venator 
snapped in half as her superstructure was shredded. The Loyalist 


vessels that were able began to advance, hoping to get in range and 
let loose with their own turbolasers. Some even tried firing a volley 
without the aid of their targeting computers, which had predictable 
results. Notably, among the surviving vessels that had advanced 
was the Righteous, the ostensible target of the Confederate assault. 


"We can fire one more volley,” the tactical droid said. "After that the 
cannons risk overheating if not given a cool down time." 


"No matter, their formation has been sufficiently disrupted," Vader 
said. "Launch the next wave, and send in the boarding transports. 
Target is the Righteous. " 


The orders were relayed, and soon even more droid fighters and 
bombers were soaring through the void, both to reinforce the 
Ongoing clash of the first wave and to give cover to the boarding 
craft which were in their midst. 


"Sir, Republic ships aren't stopping their advance," an organic 
operator called out. "They'll make contact with our screen in ten." 


"Detach Hellhound and Blackstar to reinforce, tell the screen to 
engage in a fighting withdrawal. They do not need to stand their 
ground, only delay the enemy." 


Again, the orders were relayed, and the tactical droid leaned 
towards Vader. "The inclusion of the Righteous in their charge 
brings the chances of Tambor's location being a different ship up 
substantially." 


"| Know," Vader replied, folding his arms. "But we planned for this 
anyway. We'll know which orders to give as soon as we have our 
answer. Give ourselves away too early and the enemy might catch 
on." 


The droid could only nod, and they resumed watching the readouts. 
They had done their part; the ball was in Ventress' court now. It was 
time to see if she could pull her weight. 


Ventress grinned savagely as she gunned her engines, her fighter 


one of thousands of Confederate small craft hurtling towards the 
battered Republic fleet. Even as they attempted to break through the 
Confederate screen, which was keeping its distance and pouring out 
its own withering hail of turbolaser fire, the Loyalist ships were 
swarmed with droid fighters and bombers still intact from the first 
wave. The Republic's fighters were engaged in dogfights where their 
odds were five to one, at best. Even the vaunted flying of the clone 
pilots would only go so far before numbers crushed them. 


In the distance she could see the specks of the other formation of 
Loyalist warships and transports that had been forced to watch as 
the main formation of their fleet was systematically mauled by the 
combined arms of Vader's proton cannons and his vast small craft 
formations. The warships protecting the transports couldn't do 
anything to help their comrades either; in their minds the only thing 
keeping the medical and supply ships from being massacred by the 
other droid swarm watching them was their presence. Strangely 
Ventress could not taste the despair that their enemy must surely be 
feeling, but it didn't matter. She'd savor their pain as she danced 
with her blades. 


Bursts of flak began appearing in the void among the droid 
formations, meaning they had entered the enemy's AA envelope. 
Fighters assigned to protect the transports, not including her own, 
kept in tight groupings around their charges. Some of them 
disappeared in brief flashes, absorbing the flak. No enemy fighters 
even got close enough to fire upon the transports; they were busy 
enough just trying to survive. Explosions and vaporized corpses 
were testaments to how well that was going for the clones. 


She had not been sure what to make of this new Admiral's view on 
space warfare, but she had to admit that it was getting results. A 
confused enemy thrown into disarray, scores of their proud ships 
drifting or outright annihilated, and what's more a full quarter of their 
fleet pinned down by a vast formation of small craft that had yet to 
even fire a shot. It was clear that part of Vader's success came from 
the fact that the Jedi weren't used to an enemy who favored such 
tactics. Most Confederate commanders were corporate enforcers 
who were used to getting their way from the safety of a big 
battleship. The Loyalists, stupidly enough on their own end, had not 


counted on facing an enemy that knew the true strengths and 
weaknesses of his own ships and used them accordingly. They had 
not faced formations of Munificents and Recusants that flowed like 
water and refused an upfront engagement. They had never faced an 
enemy who understood that the droid fighters and bombers were 
good for more than a suicide charge at the beginning of the battle. 


She wouldn't call this a victory yet, but she could get used to giving 
the Jedi and their lapdogs such thrashings if this is what it looked 
like. 


Her sensors beeped, reminding her that they were approaching their 
target. The Righteous loomed ever larger in her field of vision, and 
even if it had been bloodied by Confederate fire it was still 
impressive to look at. She began to slow her fighter down, allowing 
the boarding craft to continue on their trajectory without her. The 
droids would be the first boots on the ground, and it wasn't like she 
could get in without them seizing the hangars first. 


Ventress had protested to Vader, saying it would be more efficient if 
she was put on one of the boarding craft, but his reply had been 
simple. 


"The droids can be easily replaced, but you will still need a way to 
get off the ship.” 


It was a simple argument, but one that she couldn't refute either. 


The transports made contact, spearing through the outer hull of the 
Venator . Unseen by Ventress dozens of super battle droids 
activated and detached from their wracks, opening fire on clone 
security teams still preparing to repel them. Ventress circled around 
the Loyalist ship, lazily avoiding the flak being thrown up as she did 
so. 


Before long she received a ping indicating the droids had seized the 
hangar, and with a grin she angled her fighter to make a landing. 
The ship's aa still tried to stop her, but the Force was with Ventress 
in that moment, and soon she had landed her fighter and was 
walking through scorched corridors littered with clone bodies. She 
had refused an escort, telling the droids to keep the security teams 


pinned down and distracted. They'd only slow her down, anyway. 


The prison block was this way, she thought, casually deflecting a 
blaster bolt back at the clone who had tried to ambush her. He fell 
with a thud, smoke rising from his helmet. A few minutes later, 
another lunged from a doorway, vibroblade in hand. He registered 
his lost limbs before a red flash overtook everything. Right after that, 
a potshot from around a corner. Dealt with when her lightsaber was 
thrown through the wall and impaled the clone's heart. 


On an on Ventress went, the sounds of firefights a distant thing. Her 
only company were the clones that tried, and failed, to kill her. Some 
died instantly, some wished they had. They all met the same fate. At 
first the Dark Sider was entertained by these little acts of defiance, 
but soon she grew bored with them. 


Halfway to her destination a squad of clones rounded the corner, 
rearing back in surprise as they nearly ran into each other. She 
grinned as she ignited her lightsabers. 


The troopers opened fire, but Ventress was like a dervish, dancing 
through their ranks with a graceful ferocity. Two went down in an 
instant, their heads flying. 


One of the clones rushed her with a vibroblade, roaring in challenge. 
Ventress scoffed, angling her blades to sever his arm in several 
places as she easily dodged the thrust. Another tried to hit her from 
behind with the butt of his rifle, earning him a saber through the 
heart. Another earned a gash on his side, causing him to roar in pain 
and fall to the ground. 


Two of the clones pulled back, turning their rifles on full auto and 
letting loose. Twirling one of her crimson blades in rapid fashion to 
deflect the bolts, the Dark Sider grabbed one of the dead clones with 
the Force, throwing him at the two clones and throwing them off 
balance. With a lunge she was upon the two before they could 
recover, and soon their rifles were silenced. 


She glanced back to the one survivor, trying to crawl to a dropped 
rifle. She put a stop to that, the heel of her boot digging into the 
trooper's back. His pained cries were like soothing midsummer's rain 


to her ears. 


"You know what | don't understand about you clones?" she asked 
idly, twirling one of her lightsabers. "You just don't give up. No 
matter how many droids we throw at you or how many of you fall, 
you just keep trying to resist. | would find it admirable if it wasn't so 
Forcedamned annoying. " 


She punctuated her statement with a stomp of her foot, making the 
clone cry out and at the very least cracking his spine. 


"Why in the galaxy do you fight? The Republic doesn't care about 
you, the Jedi order sends you to your deaths almost daily, and for 
what? A rotting government too stubborn to admit that it's already 
dead? Citizens who watch the war from the safety of the Core 
Worlds like it's some kind of holodrama? It'd be sad if it wasn't so 
funny!" 


The clone tried to say something, but all that came out was a pained 
gurgle. Curious, Ventress eased up the pressure on his back, not 
that it would do much for his pain. "What was that?" 


"... Frack you, Separatist bitch." 


She noticed the clone holding something, and her eyes widened at 
the sight of a frag grenade being cooked off in his hand. She jumped 
back, pulling the Force around her body like a cloak. It was just in 
time as the grenade exploded not a moment later. Once the dust 
settled, Ventress was greeted by the sight of a thoroughly ruined 
corridor and scraps of white armor and unidentifiable bits of flesh. 


For a moment she simply stared before spitting on the ground. 


"Ma'am," a mechanical voice said, and she turned to see a troop of 
B2s standing at attention. They had clearly seen combat if the 
scorch marks were anything to go by. "Our forces have secured the 
detention block, but Councilor Tambor was nowhere to be found." 


Ventress scowled but wasn't too surprised. Vader's prediction had 
proven correct. "Well, it seems they hid him on one of the other 
ships. Have you been able to find out where he is?" 


"He is not here, ma'am." 


Ventress' scowl deepened, this time in annoyance. "Of course, he 
isn't. I'm asking which ship he's on now. Unless you can't figure that 
out?" 


"Councilor Tambor is not onboard any of the ships, Ma'am." 


"What?" she said, eyes widening. "Our intelligence said he was 
here; | was guaranteed that it was correct!" 


"The Councilor is not here,” the droid repeated, unable to perceive 
Ventress' surprise. "We have checked the enemy records, and it 
appears that he was sent out with an earlier convoy." 


What is going on? Ventress thought, her mind a storm of panicked 
thoughts. Master assured me that the intelligence was correct, he 
trusted the source absolutely! 


And yet that source had proven wrong, in spite of everything. This 
entire mission had been a waste of time, whoever had sent that intel 
she would be sure they- 


"No," she said, as a horrifying realization dawned on her. "This isn't 
just bad intel. We've been tricked." 


lt all made sense, the ludicrously vulnerable convoys, the 
opportunity that seemed too good to be true. It had all been a ruse 
meant to draw them out. It twisted her gut to admit it, but considering 
this, it was best if they retreated while they still had the chance. 


"We need to leave," she said, turning to the droids. "Have all forces 
engage in a delaying action. Take as many of the clones with you as 
possible." 


Suddenly the Force screamed at Ventress, and without hesitation 
she vaulted to the left. Where she had been standing an azure blade 
buzzed through the air, impaling the droid she had been speaking to 
before returning to its owner's outstretched hand. The Dark Sider 
landed in a crouch, igniting her lightsabers and baring her teeth. The 
droids immediately opened fire, but it did little good as the Jedi (how 
had she not sensed them?!) deflected the shots. It was not just one 


Jedi that stood there but three, and they immediately went to work 
on the battle droids, tearing them apart in a similar manner to how 
she'd killed the clones earlier. 


Where there had been a squad of super battle droids, now there 
stood the three Jedi, two wielding blades of blue while the last 
wielded a blade of vermillion. To Ventress' credit she merely 
assumed a ready stance in her preferred form, watching warily as 
the Jedi focused their attention on her. One of them, appearing to be 
a Knight, glanced at the bodies of the clones before looking the Dark 
Sider right in the eyes. 


"You're going to pay for what you did to these men." 


"Better than you have tried," Ventress said with a sneer, twirling her 
blades. The air became rank with the stench of ozone as the 
warriors sized each other up. Subtly, she began keying in the comm 
device on her jaw. "But please, don't let that stop you." 


Ventress hoped they didn't see her bravado for what it was. 
Mediocre commanders they may be, but no one took on three Jedi 
Knights at once without some forethought. And even if she had 
prepared for such an engagement, she did not have the time for this 
right now. 


With a cry the three Jedi lunged forward, and Ventress once again 
entered a dance that was certain to test her skills. 


Vader observed stoically as the Loyalist force continued to 
exchange fire with his screen. He had trained his crews well; they 
were putting up more than a good fight. Almost no enemy ship was 
without damage and a few were confirmed mission kills. Even if the 
Confederate screen had taken some losses of its own, they were 
holding steady. The presence of the two cruisers Reaper and 
Blackstar provided an extra punch, finishing off Republic ships that 
had been withered away by the efforts of the frigates and 
destroyers. 


If he so wished, Vader could easily turn this encounter into a tactical 


victory, especially if he was able to pick off some of the supply ships. 


"Incoming message, priority one," a droid said. "It's from 
Commander Ventress." 


"Put it on," Vader said, hoping for good news. If she had already 
found Tambor then maybe they could get out of here before the rest 
of the Republic's trap was sprung. 


What came on the speakers wasn't the sound of Tambor being 
rescued, but instead the growls and grinds of clashing lightsabers. 
The organic crewmembers glanced at one another, not liking the 
implications. Vader's brow furrowed, knowing immediately that 
something was wrong, when he began to hear it. 


Interspersed between the blades, a series of clicks, exhaled breaths 
and grunts could be heard, appearing to be at random to any normal 
listener. But not to a Sith. Vader knew this code; it was something 
developed by the ancient Sith to communicate secretly if normal 
means were impossible or undesirable. A corner of his mind was 
impressed that Ventress knew it, considering how old the code was. 


He listened to the sounds and quickly deciphered the message, and 
his admiration for his colleague's knowledge quickly turned to alarm. 


"Pull our ships back," he said suddenly, surprising the bridge crew. 
"Get them back to our position, double time!" 


"Sir?" the tactical droid asked. "We have the enemy off balance, 
why-" 


"New contacts!" a sensor tech shouted, drawing everyone's 
attention. "Scanning... Republic ships, coming out from the second 
moon's shadow! A full battlegroup!" 


Indeed, coming from behind the planet at rapid speed and launching 
fighters were three dozen additional Republic warships, a screen of 
Acclamators centered around a core of Venators that were already 
angling their guns even though they were far from within range. 


There were no panicked cries from the orderlies, they were much 
too professional for that. But the tension on the bridge spiked 


noticeably. 


"It would seem they've sprung their trap," Vader said gravely, turning 
to the tactical droid. "Tambor was never here, that was Ventress' 
message. This was a setup, to draw us in." 


"Do we cut our losses and retreat?" the droid asked, cocking its 
head. 


"Not until we've recovered Ventress," Vader replied. "Obnoxious she 
may be, we're the ones who sent her in there. We need to at least 
give her a chance to get out." 


"The enemy's positioned so that they can easily overrun us unless 
we concede our position at the jump point. To do that is to trap 
ourselves here," the tactical droid said, its eyes flashing as it ran 
countless calculations. Were it within its programming Vader might 
have thought it sounded desperate. "Any standard engagement 
ends in our defeat, no matter what we do," 


"Then we'll just have to make sure we don't fight a standard battle, 
won't we?" Vader said rhetorically. He turned to the bridge crew, 
knowing that they needed his guidance. "Open a channel to all 
friendly ships." 


"Y-yes, sir," the orderly said, looking slightly ashamed of the stutter. 
Vader didn't blame her for it. Soon he was keyed in to the fleet, and 
the orderly nodded once. 


"| can sense your fear," Vader said once he knew the fleet was 
listening. "You are right to be afraid. I'm sure that you can see what 
the enemy has brought to bear against us. Don't banish that fear or 
smother it. Seize it. Grab it with both hands and sharpen it to a 
razor's edge. It will be your most potent weapon for what's about to 
come. The Loyalists are fighting to gain victory over an enemy they 
already see as beaten. They look at this and don't see a military 
operation, but pest control. Their motivation is weak, because they 
aren't fighting for themselves." 


"We are fighting for ourselves. We are fighting not to win, not to 
secure glory for the nation, but to survive. That is why, if you follow 


my orders, we will win, and more importantly, we will live. That is 
all." 


Vader had the channel closed, pausing as he saw the organic 
crewmembers. Their faces were set with grim determination, and in 
the Force he could feel the fire of their resolve burning like the 
hottest lightsaber. It was not just on his ship either. He could feel it 
throughout the fleet. They refused to be cowed, even in the face of 
such odds. They knew that they had a chance, not just because they 
were good sailors or because of some strategic advantage. 


They had faith because they were his sailors. Not their planets’, not 
the Confederacy's, but his. Because they knew that Darth Vader 
would do everything in his power to get them to safety, regardless of 
what stood in the way. 


If this was pride, then Vader understood why it was so easy to fall 
into it. 


"The ships have fixed their formation, sir," the tactical droid said. 
"The fleet stands ready for your orders." 


The Sith turned to the tactical layout, painting a grim picture of their 
situation. He felt himself grin. 


"Alert all commands," he said, leaning over the holotable. "This will 
be a fight to remember." 


Footnotes: 


1. Aname | thought up for the tri-fighters. | thought it was... weird 
that they didn't have some sort of designation like the Vulture, so 
I've given them one here. 


Author's Note: What's this? An update that doesn't take half a year? 
Madness! 


I'm liking this new drive I've got all of a sudden. You can thank 
Sabaton for helping me type up this chapter. 


Someone brought it up in a review about how dispersed his forces 
are, but Vader is actually breaking one of Yamamoto's fundamental 
rules about carrier warfare. Never disperse your forces. One reason 
the Kido Butai was able to run rampant across the Pacific and Indian 
oceans for a time was because their concentration of force meant 
the Allies didn't have any force of sufficient strength to hit back with. 
Until Midway, that is. On that note, it's actually rather sad how the 
Americans refused to grasp the implications of carriers on naval 
warfare up until Pearl Harbor left them with nothing else to work 
with. 


That's not to say that Vader can't get away with it once or twice 
when he has too, but luck is a cruel mistress when entreated too 
often. 


| was always bothered by how the proton cannons the C.|.S. used 
were wasted in the Clone Wars series. Their very first scene shows 
them knocking an Acc/amator out of the sky and forcing the others 
back into orbit, and we know from the movies that at least the 
Providence Class carries them (even if they were used in a very, 
very stupid way). Other than that, they get used as background 
pieces for the Jedi or clones to smash, at best. As you can see, I've 
tweaked with them a bit, hopefully in a way that doesn't make them 
too overpowered. And you can bet that when Vader gets the chance 
he'll be having words with the targeting computer's programmers 
and Confederate R&D about those lovely guns. 


Aside from that, I'm sure you can all guess who's responsible for this 
little mess Vader's found himself in. 


Leave a comment, and I'll see you all next time. 


The Nightmare of Milagro, Pt2 


Ch. VIII: The Nightmare of Milagro, Pt. 2 


In the aftermath of the Battle of Ryloth, Confederate Intelligence 
learned that Wat Tambor, member of the Confederate High Council 
and Chairman of the Techno Union, had been captured by Loyalist 
forces. Confederate High Command was immediately thrown into a 
panic; Tambor held valuable information regarding troop 
deployments and research initiatives which could seriously damage 
the war effort if it were to fall into the Republic's hands. 


To further complicate the situation, in a rare turn of events the news 
of Tambor's capture was leaked to the Parliament, whose panic 
(and impulsiveness) was much greater than High Command's. After 
immense pressure it was determined that any available forces must 
be scrambled immediately to launch a rescue operation. Of the 
fleets within operational range, only Rear Admiral Darth Vader's 
newly formed Task Group 'Rancor' was free from any major 
commitments. The risk of failure was high; eighty ships would be 
forced to cover an operational area fit for a fleet of hundreds, and 
they were yet untested as a unit. High Command attempted to 
object, but it was for naught when the President and High Council 
put their approval behind the plan. Once again, civilian interests had 
forced their will upon the Confederate military and put forward 
seemingly impossible demands for its overstretched fleet to fulfill. 
This time would not be the last. 


Most of the engagements went smoothly; three of the four 
squadrons destroyed their targets and withdrew safely to 
Confederate lines. Vader's squadron was forced into a major 
engagement with substantial Loyalist forces around the planet 
Milagro, in what he and Confederate military leaders would later 
learn had been a deliberate trap to capture the rear admiral. 


What follows is the conclusion of that battle, and how Darth Vader 
became known as one of the most legendary admirals ever 
produced by the Confederate Navy. 


Onboard C.S.S. Ambitious, Milagro System 


Something that holodramas failed to understand was that the bridge 
of a military ship was rarely given to shouting and yelling, unless the 
situation called for such a volume. Even in the tensest situations, no 
properly disciplined crew would raise their voices in a shout unless 
the sound of explosions ringing in the ship forced them too. And by 
that point, there were far worse things to worry about than military 
discipline. 


That was why the announcement that Loyalist turbolasers had 
speared the frigate Windchaser was said in a matter-of-fact, calm 
tone. Even if the event filled everyone on the bridge with both worry 
and white-hot rage. 


"Return volley," Vader said calmly, hands behind his back and eyes 
never leaving the tactical table. "Aim for the bastards’ bridge." 


The proton cannons of the Ambitious hummed as they adjusted, two 
of them firing upon the admiral's declared target. The shots were 
dead on, one of them shredding the lower levels of the Venator's 
bridge tower while the other obliterated the command bridge. The 
ship began drifting, forcing the vessels nearby to adjust course. 


The Loyalists attempted to get their own shots on the flagship, but 
before they could the Ambitious had already moved back into the 
cover of the asteroid field where the Confederate squadron was 
hiding, meaning the only things the turbolasers hit were empty 
rocks. 


There was a large asteroid field in the middle of the system where 
Vader's ships had taken refuge to avoid being outright annihilated. 
From there they took potshots at the Republic navy, frustrating their 
enemy and causing what damage they could. The fate of the 
Windchaser showed that the strategy was not a perfect one: she 
had been caught while moving out of the way of a less docile 
asteroid. But it didn't need to be perfect, or last forever; just long 
enough for the Confederates to get their operatives out and rush the 
jump point. 


There was much that could go wrong, and quite a few Confederate 
sailors had silently contemplated how they might die. But they didn't 
break discipline or give up hope. 


After all, why be scared of a fleet led by a Jedi when your admiral is 
a Jedi killer? 


"Admiral," the tactical droid began, its eyes flashing. "Recon reports 

project a two point zero one five drift in the asteroid field's trajectory. 
| recommend the fleet enact a general course correction of one point 
eight degrees starboard to compensate." 


"Do so," Vader replied, still not turning from the tactical table. "Have 
Fourth Fighter Group move on the enemy's rear. That should take 
the pressure off First Group so they can pull back from the dogfight 
and link up with Third Bomber Wing. Have Dragontooth fire burst 
missiles at these coordinates to cover their rear." 


"Fourth Group attacking rear, First Group linking up with Third 
Bomber Wing, Dragontooth firing burst missiles at selected 
coordinates, roger," the tactical droid droned, sounding like it was 
reading from a grocery list. Its eyes flashed rapidly, before stopping 
after a second. "Orders transmitted, sir." 


Vader could not see it, but he could very well determine the results 
from the tactical table. The first change was in the Fourth Fighter 
Group, which suddenly broke off from its strafing runs on the enemy 
Acclamators and cut through space towards the Loyalist's rear line, 
consisting largely of support ships and mostly undefended. They 
were largely unopposed due to the Confederates still having far 
more small craft in the void. At another point in the battle the First 
Fighter Group, which had been engaged in a savage dogfight with 
two clone squadrons and a quartet of Jedi fighters, broke off and 
began making their way closer towards the Confederate positions. 


One of the clone squadrons and the Jedi made for the Fourth 
Group, just beginning its attack run. The last enemy unit went after 
the First Group, only speeding up when they saw that the fighters 
weren't retreating but congregating around a wing of Hyena 
bombers. Just as they began to close the distance, however, the 
burst missiles fired from Dragontooth reached their destination. Half 


a dozen cruise missiles broke apart, releasing hundreds of 
buzzdroids right in the path of the clone fighters, who were unable to 
avoid the new hazard. The fighters in the rear successfully banked 
away from the cloud, but those in the front and center flew headlong 
into it, their fighters soon being swarmed with buzzdroids. The 
insectile machines were grim and cruel things, programmed to take 
delight in the sabotage of spacecraft and the horror of the pilots. It 
said much about their programmers when some immediately went 
for the cockpits, crowing in glee as they broke the transparisteel and 
killed the helpless pilots with their drills and saws. 


With enemy interceptors dealt with, the way was largely clear for the 
Third Bomber Wing, which descended like raptors on the exposed 
Loyalist capital ships. The group split in a starburst formation, each 
separate squadron then screaming down on their chosen target. AA 
fire lit up the space around them, and quite a few Vulture and 
Condor fighters sacrificed themselves to give the bombers their 
chance. Had the battle been in atmosphere, the raging howls and 
piercing wails of the droid small craft would have chilled the stoutest 
sailor's blood. 


The squadrons released their payloads of proton torpedoes, 
breaking off immediately to reload and make more runs. The 
torpedoes of the Third Bomber Wing were as deadly as they were 
accurate; multiple hits were scored on each of the five ships that had 
been targeted. Only one, a Consular class frigate (ironically named 
Peacekeeper ), was a mission kill, but the damage was still heavy. 
One Venator lost three of her turbolasers on the port side, and the 
other ships saw some ancillary systems fail. 


Upon the completion of the run, the First Fighter Group, having 
savaged a corvette and supply ship but beginning to suffer heavy 
losses, was given the signal to withdraw. They broke off 
immediately, soaring high above the Loyalist lines and making a 
beeline for the protection of their motherships 


Even with all this, the numbers were still heavily against the 
Confederates. Were it not for the asteroid field they hid in like an 
ambush predator, the battle would have been decided already. 


"Excellent," Vader said to himself as he watched the drama unfold, 


admiring of how the droids almost instinctively behaved like pack 
animals. "Status of the proton cannons?" 


"All cruisers report that they have cycled the heat sinks, admiral," 
the tactical droid reported. "Gunbays report that all cannons are 
ready." 


Vader grinned under his mask. "Then we'll put them to good use. 
Same as usual, slave their targeting systems to ours and leave 
target selection to the recon droid. We'll fire two shots from port 
before rolling and releasing another two from starboard. Make sure 
the captains know to be quick about getting back into cover." 


Again, the droid's eyes flashed. "Slave targeting systems, target 
selection from recon, two shot volley port followed by roll and two 
shot volley starboard before seeking cover, roger." 


Again, something the holodramas failed to understand was that 
ships with military-grade gravity fields did not lurch when they 
suddenly changed course. This would have disrupted the work of 
most of the personnel, thus navy ships were equipped with gravity 
projectors of sufficient strength that the crew did not notice the 
sudden change unless they looked out a viewport or studied the 
tactical layout. 


Thus, with little fanfare the four Providence class cruisers Ambitious, 
Blackstar, Hellhound, and Liberty ascended from their cover in the 
asteroid field and let loose their volleys. The cannons in their port 
gunbays thundered twice in rapid succession, before the cruisers 
rolled one hundred eighty degrees to starboard and fired twice more 
from starboard. The damage inflicted upon the enemy was 
substantial; the superstructures of two Acclamators began failing, 
and a Venator's main hangar suffered multiple explosions as fighter 
fuel was ignited. Another Consular cruiser was split in two, and this 
time one of the halves spun wildly until it collided with another 
Venator that was unable to evade. 


The Loyalist ships were not idle through this, however. The gunners 
of a Venator in the forward most line wasted little time even waiting 
for orders to fire back, and a lucky turbolaser found the starboard 
gunbay of the Ambitious. Another two struck the main hangar bay of 


the Liberty, and only through spacing the hangar was she able to 
avoid the fuel stored there going off. 


"Status of our starboard?" Vader asked. 


"Two cannons are out of commission, admiral," an orderly called 
out. "Minor fires have broken out, but we have them under control." 


"Ashes and dust," Vader muttered, already missing the lost 
firepower. It would only make things harder from here on. But he 
had little choice but to make do. "See that those fires are contained, 
and I'll have the head of the crew chief if he lets them touch the 
remaining cannons." 


Having said that, he turned to the tactical droid. "Status of 
Ventress?" 


"She has been unable to disengage. Like us, she faces a 
numerically superior foe." 


"Tell her to do whatever she needs to; | can't fight the Republic like 
this forever," Vader said, turning back to the tactical table and 
brainstorming more ways to give his enemies hell. He could only 
hope Ventress was putting in as much effort as he was. 


Onboard R.N.S. Righteous 


Like Vader, Ventress was a firm believer in presetting the conditions 
of battle to align in one's own favor. This must be done to 
compensate for any of your own weaknesses. If the terrain made it 
easy to skulk and hide, then set an ambush. If the enemy was 
running low on supplies, then try to have patience and starve them 
out. 


Suffice to say, a three-to-one duel where she was the outnumbered 
party was not what Ventress would consider favorable odds. 


With a cry two of the Jedi charged, swinging their blades in tandem 
to force the Dark Sider to divide her attention. She gave several 
parries, before backflipping down the hallway to gain some 
breathing space. With a flick of her wrist several panels were 
wrenched from the wall before hurtling towards her enemies, though 


they did little good. 


Acting as a single unit the three Jedi came at her all at once, the 
senior knight taking the middle while the other two each ran along a 
wall to come at her flanks. With a snarl she twirled her blades in a 
display to rival the finest lightshow at a Coruscanti opera, 
maneuvering her arms to rapidly catch any strikes the Jedi might 
throw at her. 


She ducked under a thrust from the middle knight, sending a kick to 
his shins which was dodged. In an instant Ventress jumped to avoid 
the downward chops of the other two, spinning in midair like a 
horizontal top as she did so. The two hastily jumped back. 


Ventress landed in a crouch, her blades held before her in a display 
of aggression and a mask of her own anxiety. 


" Commander, " the voice of Vader's tactical droid came through her 
comm. piece. " The admiral asks that you increase your efforts to 
disengage and return. Time is short." 


Her eye twitched. That damned droid would not shut up. 


Instead of answering verbally the Dark Jedi lunged at the middle 
knight, catching him by slight surprise with her aggression. She 
landed a solid kick on his head as she passed, throwing the Jedi to 
the side and dazing him. Even as one of her blades went for a kill, 
however, one of the man's compatriots intercepted the blow. 
Ventress cursed as she completed her arc and rolled to a stop some 
distance from her opponents. Things had been going like this for the 
past fifteen minutes. 


"You're no Kenobi and Skywalker," she began as she stared them 
down. "But | must admit that you three know your stuff. | suppose 
you'll do for opponents." 


One of the lesser knights, a female Pantoran, smirked. "We'll have 
to apologize to them for stealing the glory on this one. Your capture 
has been a long time coming Dark Sider." 


Ventress scoffed. "The only glory to be had will be when | burn your 


lightsabers in offering to the Old Lords." All of a sudden, the lights in 
the hallway flickered out, even the dim reds of the emergencies 
fading away to pitch black. As an assassin, one of the first mystical 
techniques she had learned was how to call upon the Dark Side to 
banish the Light. 


"Watch yourselves, she's about to pull something!" the senior Jedi 
shouted, and even if she couldn't have sensed them through the 
Force Ventress could see their lightsabers huddling together. The 
fools. 


With an out of character giggle she deactivated her blades, plunging 
herself into darkness. But she was not afraid. For what was the Dark 
to one of its children if not home? 


"Let's go then," her disembodied voice echoed, reverberating 
through the Force like a softly struck wind chime. 


She charged at the three blades of azure and vermillion, prepared to 
do or die. 


Onboard C.S.S. Ambitious 


The Confederate fleet's position grew more and more dire by the 
minute. Since the lucky shot on the flagship's gunbay, a destroyer 
had been sunk when a stray asteroid prevented her from evading 
enemy volleys. Even the carrier had been unable to avoid seeing 
damage, though the Confederates thanked their stars that it was 
minor. 


The Republic fleet had begun to close in, bringing more and more of 
their turbolasers into the fight. The proton cannons of the 
Providences were still able to make their presence felt, outpunching 
every gun in the Republic fleet. Alas, there were only four such 
cruisers in Vader's squadron, and they were not invincible. Each one 
had suffered damage in some form. But they gave as good as they 
got, and quite a few Loyalist ships had paid for the advance with 
their lives. 


In-between the two fleets the small craft continued to duke it out, 
and this was one of the few bright spots for the Confederates. 
Vulture and Condor fighters were engaging in ever increasingly 
suicidal attack runs against their foes to keep them off balance, and 
some had even turned themselves into makeshift bombs and hurled 
themselves at the Republic's pickets. Even now, Vader watched as 
the Hyenas split into two formations to begin another bombing run 
on the enemy fleet. 


From the bridge of his ship he observed the formations come in from 
two different angles to maximize the chance of success, utterly 
ignoring the enemy flak as they completed their dives. Proton 
torpedoes were let loose even as some bombers were shot down, 
quite a few releasing their ordinance milliseconds before they were 
destroyed. 


The bombing runs were not as effective as Vader had hoped, but he 
still nodded in satisfaction when another Venator was forced adrift 
with the destruction of her engines, while an Acclamator II violently 
split in half from a particularly devastating run. Many other Loyalist 
ships suffered some form of damage, and there were few left that 
were unscathed now. 


But they were still in a better position than the Confederates. 


"First Bomber Wing has been intercepted," the tactical droid 
announced, and indeed Vader watched on the holotable as a blue 
blip representing Republic fighters pounced on their bombers. Droid 
fighters were immediately rerouted to give aid, but this only created 
gaps in the raging dogfights. 


The rate of attrition was finally catching up to the droid fighters. 


"The First is considered a loss, have them engage suicide 
protocols," Vader said after a moment, realizing he didn't have the 
numbers to save the bombers and keep his fighter formations intact. 
"Third is to return to Independence and rearm. We'll need them yet." 


No one blinked at Vader's casual sacrifice of an entire bomber wing. 
It wasn't as if there were any organics within the formation anyway; 
the life expectancy of Confederate bomber formations had 


precluded any thoughts of forming an organic component for that 
arm of the navy. So, when Hyena bombers surprised their foes by 
suddenly engaging in kamikaze runs against Loyalist fighters and 
capital ships, no Confederate soldiers were actually lost. Another 
facet of the droid army's terrible myth. 


"The enemy formation is trying to reorganize, sir," the tactical droid 
stated. "Some of their ships are vulnerable." 


Vader nodded, seeing that the droid was right. "We ought to take 
advantage of that. Order a general volley, everything we have. 
Range isn't an issue anymore, so targets may be selected at will." 


"General volley, aye sir," the tactical droid repeated, before it 
relayed the orders to the fleet. Its eyes flashed as it received 
confirmation. "The fleet stands ready." 


"Fire." 


This time the proton cannon rounds were accompanied by hundreds 
of crimson turbolaser bolts from the Confederate ships, specifically 
focusing on the Loyalist ships that had been knocked out of 
formation by the earlier bombing run. More Loyalist ships became 
mission kills, and at this point any Republic victory would be a 
pyrrhic one. 


Had the entire Task Group been with me, this battle would be over 
already, Vader thought to himself. He didn't know whether to be 
impressed or disgusted at the enemy's refusal to cut their losses; 
even in the midst of his desperate situation the Sith had not only 
bloodied his enemy's nose but broken their arm as well. The fact 
that the ships were holding in spite of everything demonstrated the 
clone sailors' courage and discipline, along with their commander's 
stubbornness. 


But that didn't detract from the precarious position he found himself 
in. A costly victory for the Republic would be cold comfort to him and 
his troops; for them it would be defeat either way. For Vader the 
thought of defeat and capture was even more foreboding; he 
expected that the only thing which awaited him if that happened was 
a Jedi's blade through his neck. 


The Loyalist ships returned fire as they regrouped, many of their 
shots hitting the asteroids and doing no damage, but a few were true 
and found their marks. Fortunately, no Confederate ships were lost 
this time. 


"Sir," the tactical droid said, getting Vader's attention. "| have been 
running the calculations, and | believe | have a solution to disrupt the 
enemy and allow our escape." 


"Go on," Vader replied. 


"We do not have the numbers to force a breakthrough, that much is 
obvious," the droid began, gesturing to the blips of their fleet. "That 
is, if we tried the traditional way." 


With that the droid began typing, and a separate projection 
appeared to outline its plan. As Vader watched, his hairless brows 
began to rise. He... had not expected this from a droid. 


"You want us to use the asteroids as mobile shields?" 


"Yes, sir," the droid said, either missing or ignoring the astonishment 
clear even in Vader's bass voice. "Using the frigates to move them, 
we can hide the rest of the ships behind the asteroids. They will be 
both our shield and battering ram, protecting us from enemy fire and 
destroying anything that stands in our way." 


Vader had turned from the table to stare at the droid, his face one of 
astonishment under his mask. "How in the galaxy did you come up 
with this?" 


"As you said earlier, we will need to fight an unorthodox battle if we 
are to survive," the droid said matter-of-factly, not knowing the 
impact its words had on Vader. "Thus, | adjusted my calculations to 
see if | could find a solution which fit our predicament. This is the 
course which has the highest chances of success. Is it to your 
disliking?" 


Vader nearly laughed at the question, his astonishment finally giving 
way. "Far from it. This almost seems like something | would come 
up with! We'll follow this course of action, send instructions and 


decide which ships will push the asteroids." 


"At once, sir," the droid replied, unaware of the massive respect it 
had garnered from Vader with this bold plan. 


If we survive this, I'm seeing to it that you never undergo a memory 
wipe, the Sith lord thought, vastly impressed with the growth of the 
droid's tactical abilities in their short time together. Quite a few of his 
fellow officers had looked at him askance when he refused to have 
the droid's memory wiped regularly, seeing it as a strange quirk of 
their new colleague. But now he had the proof for a theory which he 
had developed almost from the beginning of his commission. 


If Confederate tactical droids were allowed to keep their memory 
files, to learn and grow in a manner similar to organics, then the 
results would be a vast improvement in performance in the field. 


He was dragged from his thoughts when he received an update: the 
Loyalists were attempting another push, their ships having finished 
reorganizing. The Sith ordered his ships to release a more 
measured volley this time, sequencing their shots instead of 
releasing everything at once. Meanwhile the carrier Independence 
reported that the remaining bombers were ready for another sortie. 
They were ordered to launch immediately, and soon the Hyenas 
were once again screaming towards the enemy fleet, this time with 
escorts pulled from the Confederate CAP. 


It was a sign of how stretched the Confederate forces were that the 
fighter escort had to come from the CAP, but needs must. 


"Proton cannons ready for another round, sir!" 


Vader directed his attention back to the holotable, licking his lips as 
he eyed the enemy formation. 


Victory or not, we'll make them bleed. 


Onboard R.N.S. Righteous 


The sound of twirling lightsabers filled the corridor in a continuous 


bass hum, but no opposing blades ignited to meet them. The Jedi 
were trying to create defensive rings around themselves, knowing 
that Ventress could come from almost any angle. For her part the 
Dark Sider hung back from the Jedi, watching their lightsabers with 
amusement. They might as well have been holding bright neon 
signs with the words ‘Kill me, please!’ Well, she planned to oblige 
them. 


Sinking into the Force, she began pulling panels and pipes from the 
walls, ceiling and floor. A vortex of metal debris soon filled the hall, 
unseen by the Jedi whose only warning was a nudge from the 
Force. She didn't wait, and began bombarding the three Knights with 
the debris. The defensive maneuvers of her opponents became 
more frantic as they tried to intercept the projectiles, but before long 
some began to slip through. Her ears were greeted with the sweet 
grunts of pain and exertion which came from the Jedi, and she knew 
she only had to bide her time. 


There, she thought, her connection to the Dark allowing her to 'see' 
one of the Jedi stagger from a vicious blow. She wasted no time 
sprinting at her enemy, her footfalls making not even the slightest 
sound. When she had made it to within two sword lengths of the 
Jedi she vaulted through the air, the shadows around the hall 
appearing to reach out and carry her to her target. Her arms 
reached out, fingers like the talons of a bird of prey. 


Ventress grinned savagely in the dark as her hands found their grip 
on one of the Jedi, immediately twisting hard. There was a sickening 
crack, and the body fell to the ground with a dull thud. Ventress used 
this chance to quickly sprint down the hallway, the outraged cries of 
the Jedi's companions following behind her. Using the Dark Side to 
create a shroud had decisively tilted the balance between her and 
her three opponents; hopefully the cover it offered would buy her 
enough time to escape. 


She turned a corner still going full speed, utterly ignoring the 
stunned clone troopers that had been engaged with some battle 
droids. Here the shroud that she summoned had receded, and she 
had neither the time nor the inclination to call it forward. The Dark 
Sider didn't even stop to avoid the droids, lithely pirouetting and 
jumping through their formation. The droids ignored her, their 


programs recognizing her as an ally. For her part, Ventress made it 
through the squad in a blink, calling over her shoulder as she 
continued to run, “hold this point, fight to the last droid!" 


She didn't wait to hear any acknowledgements. Turning another 
corner, she remembered coming this way from the hangar, she 
heard the firefight behind grow in intensity and the sound of metal 
being slagged by lightsabers. The droids had maybe, maybe, bought 
her two seconds. She continued her sprint, going at speeds rivalling 
those of speeder bikes. She found similar firefights to the one she 
had encountered earlier, going through them in just the same way. If 
no clones were directly in her way, she ignored them, and if they 
were, she dispatched them swiftly with her lightsabers and the 
Force. She didn't have time to play around. 


She could feel the Jedi following her and slowly gaining. 
Occasionally Ventress would pull some panels or loose pipes from 
the walls to bar her enemy's path, but it did little to obstruct them. 
The two Jedi were unerring. Even the droids she continually tried to 
put in-between herself and them might as well have been wet tissue 


paper. 


She just needed one or two more minutes, then she'd be in the 
hangar and out of this mess. 


"Stop right there sep- gugh!" gasped the clone who foolishly tried to 
bar her path, his head now twisted one-hundred-eighty degrees in 
the wrong direction. Honestly, what had he expected? A pat on the 
head for his courage? 


After another couple of high-speed turns that would have made a 
swoop racer green with envy Ventress spotted the entrance to the 
hangar. Things seemed to be looking up for her; the SBDs standing 
guard meant that they still had control. 


"Commander," the lead droid said, clicking its heels. "Our boarding 
parties have been pushed back all across the ship, and losses are 
heavy. Clone losses are of similar magnitude." 


"That's as good of an outcome as we can hope for, | suppose," she 
said, briskly walking toward the droids. "| assume my ship is still 


intact?" 


"Yes, co-" before the droid could finish, an azure lightsaber soared 
past Ventress, only missing her because she had sensed the danger 
and moved an inch to the left. The droid did not have such good 
fortune, and was impaled to the wall before sliding down, its torso 
being melted in half by the blade as it did so. Ventress' eyebrow 
twitched; the droid had been standing in front of the control panel for 
the door, and now that was slagged along with the machine. She 
would have to use the Force to pry the doors open. But first... 


"You want to die that badly?" she said as she turned, igniting her 
twin lightsabers. Before her stood the two Jedi along with a dozen 
clones with rifles at the ready. She heard the droids behind her 
ready their arm-mounted blasters, along with the whirring of a 
primed blaster cannon. 


The blade which had been thrown was retracted from the wall, 
soaring into the outstretched hand of the Pantoran. Her earlier 
bravado was gone, replaced by a steely gaze. Her pose was 
matched by the male human next to her, his viridescent lightsaber 
unerringly pointed in Ventress' direction. 


Ventress sighed. "Frack it, you had a chance to live another day 
once already, I'm not giving it to you again. Kill them!" 


She leapt through the air as she shouted her order, spinning and 
flipping in a graceful arc before coming down hard on the two Jedi. 
The droids unleashed a hail of blaster fire, forcing the clones into 
cover and forcing the Jedi to spend precious milliseconds deflecting 
the shots. That small window was all Ventress needed. 


Releasing a wordless war cry she slashed downward with her 
lightsabers as she landed, and while the two Jedi managed to block 
her strike, they were thrown off balance due to the hasty nature of 
their defense. Ventress wasted no time, becoming a whirlwind of red 
plasma and arcane powers. Both of the Jedi were kept on the 
defensive, their clone allies unable to offer any assistance while they 
traded fire with the SBDs. In her peripherals Ventress saw blue 
blaster bolts score multiple hits on the droids, only for the thick 
armor to absorb the damage and merely stagger the machines. 


Often a potshot from one of the clones was returned by a withering 
hail of blaster fire from the droid they had targeted, and in the case 
of one clone his cover (and him) was slagged by a shot from the 
droid with the blaster cannon. The corridor was quickly filling with 
the smell of burnt ozone as lightsabers clashed and blaster fire filled 
the space. 


"Check your groupings, check your groupings ! Their armor won't 
break if you fire like that!" 


"Cover me, reloading!" 
"Die you tin- gack!" "Hotshot !" 


The cries of the clones, and only the clones, filled the air, and their 
tightly controlled fear only fueled Ventress'’ abilities. The battlefield 
was her home; it was where all Sith thrived. Where a Jedi saw a 
place of slaughter and pain, a Sith only saw a banquet table waiting 
to be cleared. In her ear, the she could hear the droids 
communicating over the battlenet. Some of the lines made her smirk 
in amusement as she battered her opponents. 


" BD-555-C, adjust aim by three degrees, target is exposed." 

" Roger roger. BD-554-C, pull back, enemy fire is intensifying." 

" Negative, will attract enemy fire. The meat bags are distracted." 
"... Roger roger, maintain position. BD-559-C, cover BD-554-C." 
" Roger roger, exterminating targets." 


" BD-550-C, conserve cannon fire, am receiving notifications of 
overheating.” 


" Negative, overheating will no longer be an issue if the meat bags 
are all slag." 


"... Roger roger.” 


Ventress ducked backwards as the human swung his blade 
horizontally, the attack clearly telegraphed and easy to dodge. It was 


obviously a ruse, and Ventress turned her duck into a cartwheel as 
the Pantoran came in with a downward chop, the lightsaber singing 
Ventress' robes. She retaliated with a Force Push, the attack 
banging against the Pantoran's shield and buying Ventress precious 
seconds to get in close. The Jedi expected her to come in with her 
blades, and so was greatly surprised when the Dark Sider kneed her 
in the gut before delivering a vicious kick to the head, knocking the 
alien to the side of the hall in a daze. 


Not wasting time to gloat Ventress quickly advanced on the now 
lone human Knight, and the gulf between their skills soon became 
apparent. His defense became desperate, and she could tell he was 
barely holding on and frantically calling to the Pantoran through a 
Force bond to come to his aid. Ventress only smirked. It was just as 
her master had taught her; united the Jedi were strong and 
dangerous, and that was why one needed to learn how to isolate 
and eliminate them individually. 


With the desperation of the human's defense it was only a matter of 
time before an opening appeared. He staggered as Ventress 
delivered a swift diagonal strike with her left blade and his lightsaber 
was held out to the side. With no hesitation she plunged her right 
blade through the center of his chest, eliciting a pained gasp from 
the man. He looked down incredulously at the blade embedded 
within his chest before locking gazes with Ventress. Quickly she 
retracted her blade and turned to meet the Pantoran, who had 
charged forward with an enraged and grief-filled cry. The man fell to 
the floor with barely a thud, his breath leaving him as he tried and 
failed to say one last word. 


Where Ventress had been on the defensive and forced to devote 
every second of her concentration to avoid her enemies during the 
first encounter, now she leisurely deflected and parried the last 
Jedi's strikes. They were now driven by despair and anger instead of 
technique and strategy, and the Dark Sider relished the feast which 
appeared before her arcane senses. 


"Was he a friend of yours?" she asked tauntingly, gracefully weaving 
around the increasingly clumsy and telegraphed attacks. "A partner, 
perhaps a lover? Regardless, it was my personal pleasure to drive 
my blade through his heart. It looks like he was the only Knight 


worth a damn amongst you lot." 


"I'll kill you!" the Pantoran screamed, and Ventress noticed flecks of 
sulfuric yellow appearing in the grieved woman's eyes. That wouldn't 
do. 


"No, you won't," she replied, swiftly disarming her opponent with a 
flourish before slashing across the Pantoran's chest. She staggered 
at the wound, even attempting to keep on her feet for a moment 
before collapsing, her unignited lightsaber rolling from her hand. 
Ventress let out a sigh of contentment, feeling the Dark Side do the 
same. It had been sated for the day, and she felt it coil around her 
lovingly in thanks of her offerings. Quickly, she recovered their 
dropped lightsabers. She hadn't been chatting idly when she said 
they would be burned as offerings. 


She turned from the two Jedi, noticing that the clones had pulled 
back with the death of both of the Jedi. Several white armored 
bodies lay scattered around the hall, and when she turned, she saw 
two droids had fallen as well. Even if it was small and of no import to 
the larger events going on outside the ship, she felt a thrill of 
exultation at this tiny victory. Ventress strutted to the hangar doors, 
her steps confident and her head held high with pride. 


"Allow us, commander," one of the droids said, and soon two of 
them were prying open the hangar doors with little effort opening 
them just enough for her to walk through before closing them again. 
Idly she thought on how those droids would all fall defending that 
spot to the last, but she cared little. More dead clones could only be 
a good thing, and a few scrapped droids was a cheap price to pay. 


As for her, she would live to fight another day, and hopefully add far 
more kills to her slowly growing list. 


Ventress smiled, images of her astride piles of Jedi corpses and the 
Temple in flames filling her head as she made her way to her fighter. 


Onboard C.S.S. Ambitious 


It was clear that both sides were exhausted from the prolonged 
engagement. Hardly any of the Loyalist ships were undamaged, and 
quite a few dead hulks drifted nearby the Republic formation. The 
Confederates were similarly bloodied, having lost two frigates and a 
destroyer outright while all ships save the carrier Independence bore 
the scars of battle. 


But for all the attrition suffered, for all the bravery of the repeated 
Loyalist assaults and the damage they had dealt, the Confederate 
guns still fired defiantly. Even now, Ambitious shuddered as her 
proton cannons delivered a killing blow to a Venator, two shots 
shearing off the bridge tower while a particularly lucky hit was 
scored on the hypermatter reactor. Within moments a second sun 
blazed within the system, and nearby Loyalist ships were battered 
by the debris, though none suffered any (further) significant damage. 
Organics on the gunnery deck gave a hoarse cheer at their success, 
and the bridge crew reported the kill with obvious satisfaction. Above 
the din, a communications technician called out. 


"Commander Ventress has landed," an orderly cried out. "She 
reports three Jedi KIA." 


The bridge crew grew even more excited, both at the news of three 
Jedi having been slain and at the feeling of relief that accompanied 
the commander's return. With her aboard, they could finally pull out 
of this FUBAR operation. It was a sentiment that Vader shared 
wholeheartedly. 


"Everything is in place," he said to the tactical droid. "Prepare to 
execute the withdrawal. | leave the ships used to propel the 
asteroids to your discretion." 


The order was passed down, and soon two heavily damaged 
Munificents had maneuvered behind a pair of the largest asteroids. 
The Confederate fleet positioned behind them, ready to go as soon 
as the word was given. While the fleet repositioned, the droid 
fighters grew evermore fanatical in their resistance, having been 
ordered to hold the line to the last droid while preparations were 
completed. Squadrons were withdrawn piece by piece as the fleet 
repositioned, with the last fighters not being pulled out until the fleet 
was mostly finished. The droids did their duty without complaint or 


hesitation, not caring if they were wiped out before they were given 
the order to pull back. It would have been the perfect time for the 
Republic's small craft to launch their own assault on the enemy, but 
their commanders were weary of a trap and pulled the pilots back. 


Soon the fleet was ready, and a countdown was begun. Anticipation 
was high as more and more Confederate sailors recognized what 
was about to happen. For their part the Republic was oblivious to 
their enemy's intent; their scanners hadn't detected the two ships 
propped against asteroids. As far as they could tell, the 
Confederates were readying some sort of column, though they 
couldn't possibly understand why. Nonetheless, the scrambled to 
organize a coherent formation, trying to put the ships with the least 
damage towards the front to strengthen their lines as much as 
possible. 


Just as the Confederate countdown was about to reach zero, there 
was a new development in the battle. It had been expected by 
neither side, and indeed could be considered a quirk of fate or the 
will of the Force. Regardless of what had caused it to happen, what 
mattered was that it did. 


"New ships coming out of hyperspace behind the enemy!" a tech 
called out. "Scanning... dozens, hundreds... oh gods, it's an entire 
enemy fleet!" 


Vader was able to see for himself the size of the new formation as it 
came out of hyperspace. There were at least two hundred enemy 
ships of varying classes. Worst of all, they were directly between his 
fleet and the jump point to return to friendly space. 


"We can't break through that and survive," the tactical droid said, 
studying the holoprojector. "Scans show at least twenty Venators 
among their formation. We need a new course." 


Vader stayed silent, staring down the holotable as he worked out a 
solution. He was so close; he would not miss now! 


He could feel the sailors in his fleet becoming anxious at the new 
development, their confidence waning in the face of such 
overwhelming numbers. He did what he could to act as a bulwark 


against panic. His presence in the Force acted as a lodestone for 
the spirits of his soldiers, giving them a sense that there was still 
hope, that there was a way out, that they would not die. 


"What do we do, sir?" the tactical droid said, members of the crew 
now looking to Vader as they waited for an answer. "The jump point 
is closed off." 


"... One of the jump points is unavailable, but it isn't the only one," 
the cyborg finally said as he pulled up a map of the local sector. 
Directly 'behind' the Confederates was another hyperspace route, 
one that led to friendly territory as well. "This will be our escape 
route." 


"That takes us to the Southern Theater,” the tactical droid said 
uncertainly, glancing at Vader. "They are low on supplies, and the 
siege of Eriadu has been whittling down their forces. The area is not 
expected to hold together through the year." 


"And yet that is the best way out considering our situation," Vader 
replied, gaining confidence. "They will have enough to repair and 
resupply our ships, and after that we can figure out our next course 
of action. | told you all that you would survive this day, and | intend 
to keep my promise." 


The droid paused, its eyes flashing as it ran the calculations. 
Though nothing outwardly changed, Vader felt that had the droid 
been able to it would have sighed in resignation. "Yes, sir. Orders?" 


The admiral smirked under his mask. "The two ships will still push 
the asteroids, but we will evacuate their organic crew and set the 
reactors to go critical as they reach the enemy. A spread of missiles 
will be fired to cover their advance. As soon as the asteroids begin 
moving, the rest of the fleet makes for the jump point. Navigation 
computers will be slaved to ours, and | want every ship's hyperdrive 
being spooled up yesterday. If we're even a bit too slow, the enemy 
will have us." 


"It will be done,” the tactical droid replied. 


Before it had even finished speaking orders were sent through the 


battlenet to all Confederate forces. The crews of the two Munificents 
pushing the asteroids swiftly began transferring to other ships, with 
the droid complements overloading the reactors in preparation for 
their final charge. It was a further two ships that would be sacrificed, 
but those two would have already needed months in dock to be 
repaired. They could render more immediate service to the cause 
this way. The fleet collectively powered up their hyperdrives, trusting 
the crew of the Ambitious to plot the coordinates. 


Within minutes the fleet was ready. They wasted no time, most ships 
immediately breaking from the asteroid field for their new escape 
route while the two fireships began their final voyage. Thousands of 
plumes sprang up from the fleet, as they launched as many cruise 
missiles as they could to disrupt the enemy. For the Republic's part 
they quickly caught on to what was happening, but the closest 
formation was too badly mauled to affect a pursuit and the 
reinforcements were still at the edge of the system. The warships 
that had been protecting the transports and medical ships through 
the battle could have intercepted the enemy, but their commander 
was weary of confronting an enemy he knew would savage his 
forces if he engaged. Thus, the main Confederate force quickly 
made it to the edge of the system, and before long they entered the 
realm of Hyperspace, much to the jubilation of the ships' crews and 
officers. 


As for the two fireships, they continued their charge, the asteroids 
fulfilling their role as massive shields. The droid crews drove them 
as far as they would go, and they came within a hairsbreadth of 
detonating their ships within the closest enemy formation. It was not 
to be. Fighters and bombers from the reinforcing fleet swarmed the 
two ships, and while the asteroids soaked up the fire coming from 
the front, they could do nothing about attacks coming from the sides 
and behind. Bombing runs were made on the ships, and the clone 
sailors were treated to the sight of two new twin suns briefly flaring 
into existence. Quite a few Republic small craft were caught in the 
blast radius, and the missile barrage sent as a parting gift from the 
Confederates dealt some additional damage to the remaining capital 
ships. No additional Loyalist warships were lost however. 


Thus, the Battle of Milagro ended in a pyrrhic victory for the 


Republic. They had lost close to two dozen ships, and for all their 
efforts the enemy had escaped mostly intact. Word would spread 
quickly of the disaster, and Vader's name was soon whispered with 
hushed dread among the Republic Navy. When news reached the 
Republic of the other strikes that had been carried out in tandem 
with that on Milagro, the dread only grew. Soon they were giving him 
a moniker. 


The Nightmare of Milagro had been born. 


Author's Note: It's been a while everyone. | certainly didn't intend for 
the update to take this long; life has a way of throwing the most 
unexpected distractions in my path. 


Thus concludes the Battle of Milagro, and Vader's legend only 
continues to grow. His forces have escaped and earned a brief 
respite, but as you can probably tell their safe haven is a precarious 
one at best. Task Group Rancor will quickly find themselves drawn 
into the conflict of the Southern Theater, and they'll need to pull out 
all the stops. I've always intended for Vader's tactical droid to be a 
steady presence in the story, and it'll continue making contributions 
as things progress. Darth Vader, and Anakin Skywalker, has always 
been at home with his troops and his droids. The rapport he builds 
with this particular machine will be of importance for future 
developments in the Confederate military. Ventress also gets the 
chance to have her time in the limelight. Expect more showings from 
her in the future. 


Ah, a brief sidenote. As someone who was exposed to Star Wars: 
Republic Commando's interpretation of battle droids as a teenager, | 
will always use them in favor of the ones from the Clone Wars. | 
much prefer the thrill of dread and challenge that came from having 
to jump from cover to cover to outmaneuver an SBD in the game 
than the comedy we got in the show. If the droid army is supposed 
to be a threat, then by the Force am | going to make it a threat to be 
reckoned with. 


Before | go, | have a new story up in the Code Geass section titled 
Britannia’s Children . lf you want something of my work to read in 


between Sonderweg, I'll be updating that story in sequence with this 
one. 


With that, I'll take my leave. Drop a review with your thoughts, and 
don't be afraid to ask questions! Until next time. 


P.S.: Reviewer Ace pointed out that | should try to match the Tri- 
fighters nickname with the rest of the droid small craft (being 
scavengers and such) instead of using Troika. Thus, the Tri-fighters 
will be referred to in story as Condor fighters. 


The Southern Front 


Ch. IX: The Southern Front 


The Battle of Milagro sent shockwaves through the galaxy, even if it 
was Strategically of little importance. Within the Republic, the very 
competence of the GNR was called into question, and the officers 
who had been in command of the battle were forced to resign by 
pressure from both the public and the Senate. The Jedi Order 
managed to escape most blame for the debacle, but even then, like 
the navy, it was placed under increasing pressure to see the defeat 
made good. In military circles the battle was dissected piece by 
piece, with the loyalist High Command desperate to find a weakness 
in Vader's order of battle. He had wrought such havoc with a mere 
twenty ships, the thinking went. Imagine what he would be able to 
do with his entire Task Group. 


On the Confederate side, there was jubilation. Milagro was hailed as 
a great victory, and Vader feted as a military genius. Toasts were 
raised in pubs and cantinas across the Outer Rim, and when he and 
his fleet arrived at Sullust they were given a hero's welcome. He 
was awarded the Star of Valor, one of the navy's highest honors, 
and the organic sailors of Task Group Rancor were all given 
increased rations and bonuses. Vader himself wasted little time in 
resting and reorganizing his forces. The Southern Front was quiet at 
the moment, but it would not last. The Siege of Eriadu dragged on 
indecisively, and Vader was precisely aware that for the moment he 
was now cut off from the main body of Confederate space. It gave 
him cause for worry. 


It has been three weeks since the Battle of Milagro, and storm 
clouds gathered on the horizon. After all, the worst kind of enemy is 
one that has been humiliated instead of beaten. 


Onboard Orbital Installation Executive Action, Sullust System 


When Sullust had declared for the Confederacy, there had been 


great alarm amongst the Republic's leadership. The planet boasted 
first-rate shipyards alongside a prime position on the Rimma trade 
route and a highly developed economy. While almost entirely reliant 
on imports to feed the population, the planet in turn exported much 
desired technologies ranging from battle droids, to custom made 
fighters and freighters, to entire warships and hyperdrive cores. With 
Eriadu declaring for the Republic, Sullust was the natural pick for the 
center of Confederate military and administrative efforts in the 
southern arm of the galaxy. 


Reflective of this was the station known as Executive Action . Initially 
constructed as a command center for the Sullustan Defense Force, 
it was donated to the Confederate cause as soon as the war began. 
No time was wasted turning it into a stellar fortress. Multiple 
turbolaser and ion cannon batteries dotted the gargantuan complex, 
complemented by concussion missile and proton torpedo launchers 
and (with the news of their effectiveness at Milagro) a battery of 
proton cannons. Thousands of droid fighters were stored in the 
hangar bays, and it was attended by a Squadron of Confederate 
warships ready to add their own firepower to counter any assault. 
On top of that were extensive minefields, defense satellites, listening 
posts, and the Sullustan Navy itself. 


Planetside, it was a similar story. The Sullustans knew that it was 
only a matter of time before the war came to them. Their industries 
were running day and night, creating vast hoards of military 
equipment. Battle droids, blasters, armored vehicles, atmospheric 
and interstellar small craft, artillery, armor and supplies for their 
organic soldiers, no expense was spared. Lava flows were mapped 
and meticulously catalogued, in case they could be used to slow 
down any invasion. Extensive networks of underground bunkers and 
hardpoints were either enhanced or constructed from scratch. 
Sullust would not fall easily. 


This was all assuming, of course, that any loyalist incursion was 
able to defeat the Confederate Navy in the first place and secure 
orbital supremacy. A dubious task, considering the presence of all of 
Task Group Rancor in the system, let alone the fleets watching the 
hyperlanes to the north. Even with the Siege of Eriadu becoming a 
black hole to pour more and more resources into, the Southern 


Front would be a tough nut to crack. 


Aboard the Executive Action, all of this and more was going through 
the minds of the various officers and their aides as they carried out 
their duties. Their days had been taken up with preparing for any 
possible Republic offensives and managing the larger force make 
ups of the theater, when Eriadu wasn't going hot anyway. It had 
become somewhat dull and routine, and while this had led to some 
complacency the officers were still aware enough to stay on top of 
their duties. That was about the only thing worth doing in this area of 
the galaxy, where the war seemed to be at a standstill while all of 
the dramatic actions happened to the North. 


With this in mind, the current conversation being had in the main 
tactical room was providing a rare source of entertainment. 


"... and then proceeded to ram a loyalist cruiser with the flagship of 
the Squadron to help make way for the jump. Is that the gist of it?" 


There was a moment of silence. "... Yes, Vice Admiral." 


The hologram of Trench stared for a moment before giving a weary 
sigh, one of his hands coming up to massage his cranium. His face 
was contorted with a rare expression of disbelief and exasperation, 
plus a hint of amusement. 


The sources of his disbelief stood before him in a straight line. They 
were dressed in the blues of the navy, each having their caps tucked 
under their arms and standing at attention. Two were human males, 
one with bright red hair, lilac eyes and a gentle face while the other 
possessed a more defined facial musculature along with shining 
blonde hair and blue eyes the same hue as the summer skies of 
Naboo. Both of them were broad-shouldered and clearly knew how 
to handle themselves in a scrap. The last was a female, though 
unlike her compatriots she was a twi'lek. Her skin was somewhere 
between orange and dark red, like a sunset, and her eyes were a 
piercing steel gray. She was beautiful, even by Twi'lek standards, 
with a shapely body and delicate face. Beauty did not equate to 
helplessness, however. As many of the officers in Task Group 
Rancor could attest, she was more than proficient in cqc. Quite a 
few overly confident challengers had left the arena with bruised 


bodies and egos after a match with her. 


To the side of the line stood Darth Vader, mostly observing as his 
commodores explained themselves to the Vice Admiral. After all, the 
fact that they were on the Executive Action in person was evidence 
enough that they had defied orders, which had explicitly stated that 
they were to hold position at their rendezvous point until further 
instructions. Orders they had blatantly ignored when news reached 
them that their commander was stuck on the other side of the 
galaxy. 


"What you three did was in direct violation of orders," Trench 
continued, his eyes now narrowed at the three officers. They all 
stiffened. "Had you not thought to send word of your plans, our 
position at Daalang would be in a precarious situation. You put your 
formations at risk, jumping back into enemy lines that were on very 
high alert after your operations in the area. You have also trapped 
even more Confederate forces in the Southern Theater, forces that | 
desperately need to ensure my own operations go smoothly." 


The red-haired human stepped forward. "Vice Admiral, we-" 


"| do not remember giving you leave to speak, Commodore 
Kircheis," Trench said firmly, causing Kircheis to immediately silence 
himself. "Your actions were reckless. They were impulsive. They 
were bold. They were decisive." 


The three commodores glanced at each other in confusion, before 
the twi'lek spoke. "Sir?" 


"Admiral Trench forwarded me data of the aftermath of your blitz," 
Vader said, inserting himself in the conversation. "You are all aware 
of the immediate damage you caused to the enemy, but what you 
don't know is that after you left the Republic shifted substantial 
forces to the area. Our intelligence suggests that resistance 
activities in the area have only intensified, inspired by your fleets. On 
top of that, the movement of enemy forces to that area has 
weakened them in other areas, giving our forces some breathing 
room while the Republic is forced to pour more troops into garrison 
duty." 


"Yes," Trench said, nodding at Vader's explanation. "While certainly 
not planned, your actions have given us some time to recoup recent 
losses in the North. And, while | certainly do not approve of your 
disobeying an order, | can sympathize with the fact that you did it out 
of loyalty to your commander. The destroyed Loyalist ships certainly 
helps." 


"Thank you, sir," the blonde human said, conveying the gratitude he 
and his fellow commodores felt. 


"Do not think this means you're out of hot water," another, nasally 
voice interjected. Said voice belonged to the other vice admiral in 
the room, Poh Kraat. He was the theater commander of Confederate 
forces in this area of the galaxy, and while Vader's Task Group was 
not technically his to command, they were in his area of operations. 
Thus, he had more say in this conversation than he would have 
otherwise. "I will not have mavericks and glory hogs interfering with 
my operations. Unlike Admiral Trench, | will see the rules enforced 
here." 


The commodores all kept their faces neutral, while Vader planted his 
hands on his belt and stared at the vice admiral. Senior in rank 
though he may be, the fact that Poh Kraat was a corporate officer 
instead of genuine military did not do much for his image in the eyes 
of Task Group Rancor. Though to be fair, that alone would not have 
been damning, as Commodore Kircheis was himself a corporate 
officer and had demonstrated exemplary ability as a field 
commander. The same could be said for multiple officers of lower 
rank in the Task Group as well. 


No, the problem was that Vice Admiral Poh Kraat was an asshole. 
One whose competence as an officer had yet to be demonstrated, at 
that. 


"| will see to it that my subordinates refrain from blatant violation of 
orders in the future," Vader said, still staring at the muun. "However, 
lam in agreement with Vice Admiral Trench; no punishment is 
necessary at this time. It was their actions which were questionable, 
not the spirit in which they were carried out. And it is only a first 
offense from otherwise stellar officers, after all." 


Poh Kraat's hologram, he was onboard his flagship at the moment, 
turned to Vader, and the cyborg bristled at the disdain he could both 
see and feel from the muun. Poh Kraat was a member of his 
specie's pseudo-aristocracy, more or less having everything handed 
to him since birth. This had created an over-inflated sense of his 
worth, alongside a cool disdain bordering on contempt for those he 
did not consider his social equal. Vader, as a mere rear admiral, 
certainly did not rate as an equal in the male's eyes. 


It was all the Sith Lord could do not to use the Force to strangle the 
living twig. 


"Rear Admiral, if | require your input in the situation, | will ask for it. 
Otherwise, | find no need to accept it at this time," Kraat said, voice 
cool. 


For a moment the room was silent, the commodores glancing at 
their commander and the muun while Trench's eyes narrowed. Any 
personnel who had been listening in quickly found something to 
occupy themselves with, noticing the figurative and literal dropping 
temperature of the room. Again, Vader felt a headache coming on, 
related to his almost irrational hatred of such things that this 
particular muun seemed to embody. He resisted the urge to clench 
his fist. 


"But you will accept my input," Trench said firmly, catching his 
colleague's attention. "And that input is that there will be no 
disciplinary action at this time. Regardless of the principle of it, the 
three commodores are experienced officers who know their forces, 
and such individuals you very much need at the moment Vice 
Admiral, given your current situation. As they are not under your 
direct command, it is not for you to decide whether they will be 
punished. Or do | need to involve the Chief of Staff?" 


That caused the muun to pause. It was well known that the Chief of 
Staff, General Grievous, had a small tolerance for what he 
considered inanity and an even shorter temper. Even he understood 
that the cyborg would be displeased if this was brought to his 
attention, and that his considerable ire would be focused against 
him. After all, it was well known that while Grievous held a short 
temper he also held great respect for officers who had proven 


combat records. Something which Trench and Vader both 
possessed, while Poh Kraat did not. 


"That... will not be necessary, Vice Admiral Trench," the muun said 
after a moment, still affecting that tone of cool disinterest. "I will 
respect your decision. If that is all, | will return to my duties then." 


With that his hologram cut out, leaving Trench to look at his 
subordinates in sympathy. "I do not envy your situation. Dealing with 
the enemy will be easy, handling him will be a considerable exercise 
in restraint." 


The Harch then muttered something in his own tongue, and Vader 
smirked crookedly at the admiral's vivid vocabulary. 


"An understatement," Vader said in agreement. "Though | suspect 
Vice Admiral Kraat will seek to minimize the usage of my forces as 
much as possible. We are outside of his chain of command, and 
therefore something he cannot control with ease. It is clear he 
dislikes that." 


Trench nodded. "Yes, he has a poor history when it comes to 
associated forces not under his direct command. To be frank, it's the 
impression of the Admiralty here that the reason the theater hasn't 
collapsed is due more to the actions of his subordinates than Kraat 
himself. Nonetheless, we'd rather not rock the boat too much by 
replacing him; at the very least he has an eye for talent and knows 
how to use it when he doesn't think he's being slighted. Try to lay 
low for now and simply resupply." 


"Yes, sir," Vader said with a nod. He glanced at his commodores. "| 
am assuming that is an order you want followed this time?" 


Said commodores all looked away from the rear admiral, not 
meeting his gaze. The message was clear. 


"Yes, itis," Trench said, amused by the byplay. "I will be in contact 
when we have an idea of how you should proceed. In the meantime, 
try not to cause too much trouble." 


"| will endeavor to minimize it," Vader drawled, and Trench snorted 


before offering a salute, one which was returned by all the officers 
before his hologram vanished. 


"Come," Vader said, his cape whirling about him as he turned to exit 
the room. "Let us return to the fleet." 


The three commodores fell in step behind him, silent for the most 
part as they made their way to the station's hangar. It was always 
slightly oppressive to walk with the rear admiral, his large frame, 
confident demeanor and decisive way of speaking enough to make 
one feel smaller than they actually were. Not that he was doing it 
intentionally, but the fact remained that the commodores were 
somewhat intimidated as they walked through the station's halls. For 
all that the admirals had stood up for them, they had still violated 
orders. And Vader, for all his emphasis on the importance of 
independent thought and action, had little patience for those who 
disobeyed. Even if they had done it out of loyalty to their 
commander. 


"... Rear Admiral,” the twi'lek said softly. "If it is from you, we will 
accept disciplinary action without complaint. We know that 
regardless of the results, our actions do reflect badly on you. Most 
likely Vice Admiral Kraat talked to you the way he did because he 
thinks you can't control your own subordinates." 


Vader stayed silent, and they kept walking to the hangar. The 
commodores' discomfort grew, wondering what he was thinking. In 
truth, he was merely waiting until they had reached the open space 
of the hangar to address them. He didn't wish for random passersby 
to overhear. Indeed, as they reached the hangar and were halfway 
to the shuttle he stopped, turning to face his commodores. 


"Commodore Syndulla," he said, masked gaze locked on the female 
officer. She, and her two fellows, stood straighter. "Commodore 
Kircheis. Commodore Musel. | will make this clear. | expect you 
three to think more carefully before taking such actions in the future. 
As | have said multiple times, | have no place for glory hounds in my 
Task Group." 


All three nodded, their eyes downcast. The scorn of a random vice 
admiral they could handle easily, but disappointing their 


commander? The one who had dragged them all kicking and 
screaming from the pits of their despair and shame and made them 
proud to wear the uniform again? That gave them all pause. 


"Your actions, however, were done not in the pursuit of vainglorious 
achievement. | would be a fool to reprimand you so harshly when 
you embarked on a risky combat operation solely to see that | was 
properly reinforced. However rash, what you did came from a place 
of loyalty. | am grateful and appreciative that you would go to such 
lengths for me." 


"With that in mind, no, | will not be disciplining you. Aside from this, 
you have all been exemplars of command, living up to the standards 
of the finest officers. So long as you do not make it a habit of 
disobeying direct orders, | see no issue. Be sure, that it does not 
become a habit." 


Where before they had been despondent the three commodores all 
beamed, happy at the unexpected praise. It only fueled their 
determination not to disappoint their admiral in the future. Theirs 
was a loyalty that would be hard to break. 


"We will do our utmost, sir!" Musel said, saluting sharply. The others 
did the same, and it was returned by Vader. In this case, it was not 
out of adherence to protocol and rank, but a gesture of mutual 
respect. It was a hallmark of Vader's command philosophy: 
subordinates who showed their commitment were handled with fair 
firmness to insure they stayed true; the truly incompetent were made 
to fear so that they did not forget their place. The truly talented and 
devoted were treated with respect and fatherly guidance. The 
greatest service to such talent was to ensure that it grew strong and 
steady, so that when the time came he could look at that individual 
and call them not his subordinate, but his comrade. 


"| expect nothing less," Vader said, already turning to head to the 
shuttle. "Transmissions arrived for you three. Your husband and son 
are eager to see you, Syndulla. Musel, your sister apparently has 
words for you. Kircheis, your scolding comes after Musel's. Let us 
not make them wait." 


The three looked at each other eagerly, faces similar to a child 


getting their cake. Mail from home had much the same effect on a 
soldier, regardless of their rank. They quickly hurried after the 
admiral, piling in and eagerly talking about their calls. Vader merely 
smiled as he sat slightly away. They were like children at times. 


But perhaps, he mused as their signatures in the Force shone 
brightly, countering his shadow with the soft light of happy and eager 
souls. It made him feel warm. Perhaps that is not so bad, for 
someone such as me. 


Onboard C.S.S. Ambitious, Sullust System 


Asajj breathed deeply, her deconstructed lightsabers floating 
serenely around her as she immersed herself in the Force. Her 
room's lights were dimmed almost to the point of darkness, for no 
self-respecting Dark Sider performed their meditations in the light. 
The hum of the cruiser's inner workings had become muted as she 
proceeded with her meditations, nothing compared to the sound of 
the mountain breeze that manifested whenever she let herself slip 
from the physical world. Dark Sider she might be, the Dathomiri 
found the peaceful images and feelings... comforting. 


If she focused harder, she could picture the currents of the Force 
turning into steadfast mountains, their tall and rocky forms serving 
as guideposts for any who would ride the winds. But one needed to 
be mindful of jagged edges and great stakes of rock. Gaping valleys 
were carved in between them, mighty and snaking rivers blazing a 
trail towards some indeterminate destination. They flowed swiftly 
and mercilessly not with water but with power and stars, offering 
glimpses into eternity and damnation simultaneously. The sky was 
itself black, yet there was still light to be found in the form of a great 
white moon. 


It was a place of peace. A dark peace, but peace nonetheless. 
The sight of it filled her with pangs she could never fully erase. 


Her master had oft told her that these images were detrimental to 
her growth. They represented sentimentality, weakness, things that 


ought to be cast aside. Peace was not what a warrior of the Dark 
ought to seek. This had been accompanied multiple times by a 
session of discipline disguised as training. 


Yet she found herself always returning, yearning for that comfort and 
serenity. 


It reminded her of- 


A shrill beep forced its way into her consciousness. Her eyes 
snapped open, reverting from pale gold to their natural blue. Another 
thing her master disapproved of; her eyes did not display the shine 
of gold belonging to a Sith except during her deepest immersions 
into the Force. Secretly, she was glad her ocular organs had not lost 
their natural shade. It was a small memento, but a memento she 
cherished nonetheless. 


The beep sounded again, shriller for her return to the waking world. 
She set the parts of her lightsabers down gently, careful to not 
damage the delicate components. With a growl she got up and 
stalked to the door, allowing it to open and present whoever had 
interrupted her meditations with the full force of her ire. " What?" 


Vader's tactical droid stood at the door, unfazed by her display. Its 
hands were clasped behind its back as the machine stood at a 
parade rest. The eyes gazed at her blankly. "A message arrived for 
you, Commander. From Raxus Secundus." 


Her eye twitched. Had this droid come here simply to waste her 
time? "And you couldn't simply forward it to my terminal?" 


"That was attempted, but you did not respond," the droid said, 
unclasping its arms to reveal a note. "It was text only, so | decided a 
printout and delivery would suffice in place of that." 


Asajj took the note, wondering what it could be. There were only a 
few lines excluding the typical jargon of military communiques. 


The three eliminated Jedi are a decent achievement. Yet your failure 
to rescue Tambor reflects poorly. | expect better results in the future. 


Her temper flared, along with a sense of self-flagellation. Surely the 


fact that it was a trap precluded her from such criticism? Tambor 
hadn't even been there! Didn't her master understand that it was all 
she and the fleet could do to simply survive? 


And yet, a treacherous part of her mind whispered, wasn't she 
supposed to be better than that? Shouldn't she have picked up on 
the fact that it was an obvious ruse? How could she possibly expect 
to be a weapon used against the Jedi in the dark if she couldn't even 
counter such basic deceptions? How could she right the wrongs 
committed by the Order if all she could show for her efforts were 
three defeated flunkies? 


"Commander?" the droid asked, and she realized that it was still 
standing there. It tilted its head. "| understand the message was not 
the most... pleasant thing to receive." 


Her temper flared again. She did not need some random droid, 
especially one she couldn't simply destroy without incurring Vader's 
irritation, snooping into her affairs. "Are you suffering a malfunction, 
reading this? It is none of your business!" 


The droid merely gazed back, eyes flashing. "I did not mean to pry, 
yet the brevity of the message was unusual," it said, before the droid 
actually paused. Its eyes flashed again. "... Your achievements are 
no less for the failure of the mission, Commander." 


She laughed incredulously. "The last thing | need is pity from a 
droid." 


"It is not pity, that is not in my programming," it said, before clasping 
its hands behind its back again. "The Rear Admiral has encouraged 
me to delve into military histories since the conclusion of the battle. 
He claims it to be a sort of experiment to see what my creativity 
matrices and experience algorithms can glean. | have found that 
proficient officers were those who pushed their subordinates far and 
hard, but offered praise when it was warranted. Rear Admiral 
Vader's own methodologies reflect this." 


Ventress scoffed, in spite of herself. She didn't need congratulating 
over what was in the long run a small achievement. That was on an 
entirely different level of pathetic. Especially from a droid. And yet... 


When was the last time she had heard genuine praise for her 
efforts? 


"Three Jedi slain is a feat worthy of commendation, something that 
entire divisions have failed to accomplish," the droid continued, 
oblivious to her thoughts. Or maybe not. "Especially given the dire 
circumstances. Even if those on Raxus Secundus do not recognize 
it, the Task Group is well aware of your efforts in the battle. They, at 
least, Know and respect how much you contributed. The Rear 
Admiral has praised your achievement as well. Let the appreciation 
of those who were there and fought alongside you be enough." 


Ventress stared, utterly surprised by the droid's argument. She didn't 
think these units were capable of such things. Briefly, her eyes 
darted to the identification tag on the droid's breastplate. She 
realized she'd never bothered to learn its designation the entire time 
she'd been here. Normally, she wouldn't have cared. 


... But perhaps this time she'd make an exception. 


"Thank you, 3110," she said, her voice softer than normal. She gave 
a respectful nod. "I... appreciate it.” 


TD-3110 simply returned the nod. "It is merely a part of my duties. 
Much like the inner workings of a droid, each soldier is a critical 
component of an army," it said, before tilting its head. "That was 
Darth Revan, | believe?" 


Ventress chuckled. "He phrased it in terms of organs and living 
beings, but the point stands," she paused. "... Again, thank you. 
Praise is... nice." 


"Duly noted, Commander," it said, before turning on its heel. "| must 
return to my duties. If you wish, | will ensure that you aren't 
disturbed until further notice." 


"Yes, please do," Asajj said as 3110 marched down the corridor. 


She looked after it fora moment, before stepping back into her 
quarters and shutting the door. She put the piece of flimsiplast on 
her desk, before returning to the mediation mat. Taking a brief 


moment to once again find her center, she once again picked up the 
components of her lightsabers. Each was tucked into orbit around 
her with utmost maternal care. Typical Sith teachings might regard 
lightsabers as mere tools, but one of the few things she and her 
current master agreed completely on was that one's blade was a 
part of them. If they couldn't take care of it in times of calm, how 
could they expect the blade to take care of them in the heat of 
battle? With a deep breath, she resumed her meditations. 


And if the edges of the mountains were just a tad less sharp, or the 
rivers flowed just that much more gently, well that was her business, 
wasn't it? 


Republic Ministry of Defense, Coruscant, Coruscant System 


Like its Confederate counterpart, the Ministry of Defense was a 
building hastily converted from a local hub into the center of the 
Republic's war effort. It was here that the GAR and GNR were 
(officially) coordinated. Clone units from across the galaxy sent in 
reports and received orders from this building, orders that could 
range in scope from the simple route and destination of a supply 
convoy to the marching orders of an entire Sector Army. It was a 
misconception that the fight was being carried on by a mere three 
million clones; that number had only comprised the initial wave. 
These days, tens of millions of clone troopers and their Jedi 
generals were directed wherever they were needed. Core Worlds 
with traditions of military service stretching back all the way to the 
wars with the Sith Empires once again put forward the best of the 
best officers their academies could muster. 


It had been an ad hoc arrangement from the beginning, 
understandably so considering the rapid escalation of the Separatist 
Crisis into full-blown civil war. In the beginning, there had been 
doubts about whether the arrangement could work. The Jedi had 
been inexperienced officers at best, and while the admirals and 
generals in the field and at High Command had received more 
formal training, they were little better. Even the disciplined and well- 
trained clone commanders had naught but simulations and 
theoretical knowledge under their belts. 


But they had made it work. Initial setbacks in the beginning of the 
war had been made good by determined efforts both on and off the 
battlefield. Apprehensions held by both the Jedi and the career 
officers had been put aside in a genuine desire to do the best they 
could. The former wanted to simply bring the fighting to an end, and 
the latter wanted to see the war end in a Republic victory. Not 
exactly the same goals, but not mutually exclusive either. Productive 
working relationships had been formed on less. For a while, the 
atmosphere in the Ministry of Defense had been positive and 
hopeful, what with their abundance of success and their continued 
drive to learn and refine their methods. 


Then came Phindar, with the loss of one of the most prominent Jedi 
generals to date. Then came Milagro, with the utter battering of a 
loyalist fleet by a force only a fraction of its size. Thousands dead, 
far more wounded. All of it tied to the same man, Darth Vader. 
Before, the military had been buoyed by a wave of public support 
and praise, and quite a few had taken the slogan 'We'll be done with 
it by year's end!’ rather seriously. Now, that praise had been 
replaced with questions of competency and demands for action. 


It made Palpatine want to growl in frustration, but he settled for 
merely clenching the armrest of his chair tightly. He was here as part 
of a joint session of the High Command. It was a rare gathering, with 
representatives from both the GAR, GNR, and the Jedi Order 
attending along with the chancellor himself. The object of today's 
discussions was to see what could be done about the situation, and 
how to avoid any further embarrassment by the hands of the 
Confederacy's latest rising star. 


The Sith Lord normally would have been thrilled by the results Vader 
had achieved. Four Jedi dead, thousands more clones and others 
along with them, and dozens of ships destroyed or damaged? His 
latest pawn had indeed garnered the full attention of the Jedi Order, 
and had done good work in helping to escalate the war. In that, 
Palpatine had no complaints. 


The problem was that he had done too well. 


Palpatine's plan had called for the new piece to cause chaos and 
make a name for himself, attracting the attention of the Light Siders 


and allowing him more room to conduct his secret machinations. 
What he hadn't planned for was the need to call a halt to operations 
that were supposed to earn more glory for The Hero with No Fear 
while discrediting the rest of the Jedi. Now he faced a serious 
problem, that his planned direction for the war could be derailed by 
the fierce desire to do something about Darth Vader. This time, it 
wasn't something he could simply brush off with his charisma and 
connections. The demand for something to be done, both in military 
and civilian circles, was simply too great. 


The Republic was supposed to take a firmer stance and hold the line 
against the Confederacy, not prepare to go at it witha 
sledgehammer. He faced a serious risk of the war being ended far 
too early. 


He was beginning to seriously regret allowing the recruitment of 
Darth Vader. 


"Ready to begin we are, Chancellor," the voice of Yoda called out, 
and Palpatine swiftly buried his frustration and ingrained hatred of 
the Jedi to get through this meeting. He was performing damage 
control now. 


"Yes," he said, his voice a mask of pleasantness. "| believe we are 
all up to speed with the situation, so | will get to the point. Something 
needs to be done about this latest separatist warlord. The public will 
accept no less." 


Admiral Yularen, attending via holotransmission, clasped his hands. 
"It seems to me that the root of the problem is that the public 
perceives us as having lost the initiative. Losing Phindar was one 
thing, but the Fourth Fleet being thrashed in what was supposed to 
be pacified territory is another beast altogether. We face a crisis of 
public perception." 


"Should we really base military policy on the whims of the public?" 
Mace Windu countered. He was mostly playing devil's advocate; 
Palpatine could fee/ the man's burning desire to see Darth Vader 
apprehended. The same could be said for quite a few individuals in 
the room. "The recent losses are shocking, but they don't 
significantly alter the strategic situation. We still hold a broad 


advantage." 


"And yet separatist resistance has been stiffening the past few 
months. This Darth Vader's successes are emboldening them. They 
think that they have a chance, that they can win. That cannot be 
underestimated." 


That came from Captain Wilhuff Tarkin, who was mostly able to 
attend because of his connections with Palpatine. The man was a 
capable officer in his own right, but he was noticeably one of the 
only individuals at the table ranked lower than admiral or general. 
Still, his point was a sound one. 


"The Hearts and Minds initiative cannot truly work if the enemy 
believes that they can actually win," said Kenobi, like Yularen 
attending via holotransmission. "Captain Tarkin has a point, along 
with Admiral Yularen. The problem is one of public perception, on 
both sides." 


"Then isn't the solution as simple as removing this Darth Vader from 
the equation?" Palpatine asked, affecting an air of mildly naive 
inexperience. Harmless old man persona, and all that. Force, it 
made him want to puke. "It is my understanding that he has been 
cornered in the Southern Theater, away from the main body of 
separatist space. Surely that makes it easier to send forces after 
him." 


"Correct you are, Chancellor, and yet not all there is to it, that is," 
Yoda said, looking diminutive but no less authoritative in his hover 
chair. "Easy to launch a strong thrust against this dark warrior it 
would be. But weaken our other fronts we must, if we wish a strong 
chance of success." 


"Master Yoda is correct," Anakin Skywalker opined, like Yularen and 
Kenobi also via holotransmission. His normally lackadaisical manner 
was a replaced by a grim and firm air. He understood the severity of 
this problem. "I'm not saying we shouldn't do something, but doing 
so will force us to halt our operations in other areas of the galaxy. 
We simply don't have the ships to thrust into the Southern Front and 
keep pushing up north at the same time. And there is the chance 
that the separatists will try something while we're distracted. That 


can't be discounted." 


"A wise argument as always Anakin," Palpatine said, earning a small 
smile from the boy. The old man continued. "Nevertheless, | am of 
the opinion that an operation to apprehend Darth Vader should be 
authorized. The question is how we should go about it." 


"We can pull ships from these areas," Admiral Coburn said, 
attending for both himself and Plo Koon since the Jedi was too busy 
with another matter to attend. He had marked three areas on the 
galactic map, centered around Muunilinst, Roche, and Antar. 
"Enemy activity has been light in these areas, and | believe that they 
could make do with the lessened manpower." 


"Elements of the Home Fleet could be spared as well," Tarkin said, 
cupping his chin. "Quite a few, in fact. This would probably lessen 
the strain on our frontlines." 


"That also reduces the strategic reserves we have to call upon if 
needed," Yularen said, leaning forward. "If something goes awry, we 
could be in trouble." 


"The nature of war, that is," Yoda said, face solemn. "The only 
option left to us at the moment, this is." 


"What about a covert mission?" Windu said. "Instead of sending a 
fleet, we send a small team to capture or kill Darth Vader. We 
wouldn't have to worry about weakening other areas, and we can 
complete our objective with minimal casualties." 


"I'd normally be with you on that, Master Windu," Skywalker said. 
"But... | don't think that will work this time. The public needs to know 
that we can actually win against the separatists in open battle, and 
there's the low chance of success for a small team considering how 
deep in enemy territory they'll be. | Know I'm not one to talk about 
long odds, but the stakes are too high right now." 


"There is another matter we need to consider," Kenobi said. "Eriadu 
has been under siege for far too long. The latest transmissions 
indicate that things are getting desperate. A large-scale fleet action 
could allow us to finally relieve them if it goes well, along with 


breaking the back of separatist forces in the region. In the long run, 
this would allow us to focus even more attention on the enemy to the 
north and west." 


Tarkin nodded in appreciation at Kenobi's contribution. It was 
obvious the man was worried for his homeworld, and more than 
welcomed the opportunity for it to be relieved from the droid 
onslaught. 


Palpatine raged internally. That was the absolute last thing he 
wanted. But he was helpless to stop it, not if he wanted to avoid any 
criticism against himself for inaction. So, he merely nodded his 
assent, frothing at his veneer of meek acquiescence. 


"| agree with General Kenobi," Yularen said, with others muttering 
their assent as well. He turned to Admiral Coburn. "Just how many 
ships could we commit to this operation from the areas you 
specified? Assume that elements from the Home Fleet would be 
committed as well." 


Coburn did some mental math for a moment. "At the absolute 
maximum, accounting for both combat and support, | think we can 
muster around 2,000 ships for this operation. Anything else would 
put too much strain on our frontlines. Combined separatist naval 
forces in the region amount to seven hundred ships, give or take." 


Quite a few eyebrows were raised at the numbers. This had quickly 
turned into a major campaign, one that would have profound effects 
on the war as a whole. 


"Take care, we must," Yoda said, earning everyone's attention. 
"Large this force may be, but stretch us thin to assemble it this does. 
Ships we have, replacements for them we do not." 


"Yes, especially since quite a few of our new hulls won't come online 
for another few months," Coburn said. "This is a make or break 
operation." 


It was the sort of thing they did not want to hear. Both the Jedi and 
the Admiralty had refrained from high-risk operations on a large 
scale, specifically because of the fact that their ship production had 


yet to catch up to separatist numbers. It would be all too easy for the 
enemy to overwhelm them after their frontlines had been weakened 
by a failed operation. Palpatine had only allowed such things to 
happen when he had stacked the deck in the Republic's favor, and 
made sure that Skywalker would be the one to reap the glory. This 
time he could only do the former; he knew Skywalker and Kenobi 
were tied down in a completely different area of the galaxy, and to 
pull them away was out of the question. Especially because his 
machinations had called for them to be there in the first place. 


Kriffing Force this was going downhill far too fast. 


"Who should be placed in command of such a force?" Palpatine 
asked, his rage growing beneath the surface. This wasn't supposed 
to happen! "This is something that ought to be assigned to only our 
most seasoned commanders." 


"Agreed," Windu said. He paused for a moment before turning to 
Admiral Coburn. "| understand that Master Plo Koon isn't tied down 
by any major military matters right now, and that his current affair 
should be wrapped up soon?" 


Coburn nodded. "Yes, the general told me he should have it 
wrapped up within the day. Something about giving counsel to his 
fellow Jedi. Our fleet can definitely serve in the operation." 


"Master Unduli and her padawan can be called on as well," Kenobi 
said. "Their fleet is stationed in Coruscant for R&R. I'm sure they'll 
be eager to get involved once they learn the objective. They were 

close to Aayla Secura as | recall." 


"| would normally insist that a naval officer be placed in charge of 
such an operation," Tarkin said, but he sighed. "But the 
recommendations are all capable in their own right, and are some of 
our best. | concur with these nominations." 


"As do I," Yoda said, with others following suit. Plo Koon was an 
officer of sound judgement and had a reputation of being cool under 
fire. He was also well respected by the rank-and-file. Really, he was 
an ideal candidate. 


"Then it is decided!" Palpatine said with a cheer he absolutely did 
not feel. His rage at the deviations was blacker than the deepest pit 
in The Maw. It was a rage borne of discomfort; he was not used to 
having things outside of his control. Not since he had killed his 
master had he felt so unable to steer the course of events. "I 
appreciated all of your contributions to this meeting, gentlemen. 
Unless there is anything else that needs to be discussed, let us set 
about making preparations. | look forward to your success." 


With that, the meeting was adjourned. The prelude to one of the 
most crucial campaigns of the Clone Wars had begun. Only time 
would tell how it was to be concluded. 


Author's Note: 


Happy Friday everyone. | hope you're all enjoying your quarantines, 
as much as you can anyway. 


Blame Nier: Automata for this chapter not being out sooner. Sweet 
Baby Jesus what a fantastic game. If you've got time to spare, buy 
it. You're gonna be in for a ride. 


Onto story matters: a dialogue heavy chapter this time, but one that 
serves to segue us into the next major arc of the story. Those 
Confederate officers who were lamenting the boredom of the 
Southern Sector are about to see their wishes for action granted. 
I've finally come up with names for the commodores and the tactical 
droid, and finally gotten to do some character exploration for 
Ventress. There was initially going to be a scene involving Plo Koon 
and Ahsoka Tano as well, but the chapter was already getting quite 
big for what was essentially downtime. They'll have to wait until next 
update. 


A note on corporate officers: | wish a character like Poh Kraat was 
merely a caricature, but sadly individuals like him do actually exist. If 
you want a real life example of what someone like that in a position 
of military authority can accomplish, look up the incident at Mers-el- 
Kebir. 


Britannia's Children is the next update. | look forward to hearing 
from you. 


Happy Reading! (And for the love of God, if you live in Georgia like 
me don't go to the movie theaters and gyms) 


P.S.: Yes, Kircheis and Musel are exactly who you think they are. 


The Southern Campaign: Part 1 


Chapter X: The Southern Campaign, Part | 


The life of a quiet sector ground on for the Southern Front. Task 
Group Rancor recuperated their losses and awaited further orders, 
which at the moment amounted to ‘hurry up and wait.’ Tensions 
between Rear Admiral Vader and Vice Admiral Poh Kraat simmered, 
meaning there was even less for Vader's ships to do as they were 
excluded from local operations. The two quickly learned it was best 
to simply avoid the other unless business required their direct 
interaction. Not ideal for the ranking officers of a local theater. 


Meanwhile, the Republic marshalled its forces for a major push 
south, with the ultimate goal being the annihilation of local 
Confederate forces and the relief of Eriadu. Little did they know that 
players in the shadows worked to derail their efforts. Achieving 
victory would not be so clear cut as the soldiers of the Republic 
would have hoped. 


Thus, the opening of the Southern Campaign marched ever closer. 
These are the last days of calm before the storm. 


Onboard C.S.S. Immutable, Sullust System 


Like all other Providence class ships, the /mmutable possessed a 
host of facilities dedicated to servicing the needs of her organic 
crew. There were the typical additions of the mess hall, the officers’ 
lounge, various rec rooms, and the observation tower located 
astern. Along with these facilities was the gymnasium, and out of all 
the aforementioned areas it saw the most use by the ship's crew. 
Just because one was not serving on the ground did not mean they 
should neglect their physical fitness; a ship in the void of space 
could quickly become a heated battlefield just as a planet. 


The crew of the /mmutable had a reputation for being especially 
prudent about their exercise regimens. While the average sailor 


always tried to squeeze in some time for physical activity, here they 
followed it quite zealously. It was not just limited to things such as 
weight-lifting or cardio either. The crew of the /mmutable dedicated 
copious amounts of their free time to drills: CQC, kickboxing, 
electrostaff and vibroblade duels (blunted, of course), even 
applications of lightsaber forms were practiced every day in the 
Immutable’s training centers. Even for a military vessel, the crew's 
dedication to keeping up their hand-to-hand combat was unusual, 
and surprising to many. 


Surprising, until one realized that most of the organic crew were 
twi'leks. And that each and every one of them were former slaves. 


Such a story amongst the Confederacy's soldiery was not 
uncommon. One of the greatest appeals of the young state to those 
living in the Outer Rim was its unequivocal condemnation of slavery 
across the galaxy, and the resolution that if the Republic would not 
stop the soul-killing trade practiced by the Hutts and the Zygerrians, 
it would. Through overwhelming force, if necessary. When the 
Articles of Secession had been published far and wide, the very first 
amendment had read thus: 


We hereby declare slavery and the slave trade to be abolished 
across the galaxy for all time. The most basic right of each and 
every sentient being is freedom of choice, and the Confederacy of 
Independent Systems exists to defend this and all other universal 
rights by any means necessary. 


Thousands of slavers and masters had tried to keep the knowledge 
of this declaration secret from their slaves. Thousands of slaves had 
still escaped their chains or had them smashed by the steel heel of 
the droid army. Thousands of slaves freed, more in a matter of 
months than the Republic had managed in centuries. Thousands of 
slaves, willing to do anything to make sure they and those they 
cared about would never know the feeling of a collar around their 
necks ever again. 


Twi'leks, even though their homeworld was a member of the 
Republic, had always been especially vulnerable to the slave trade. 
They were greatly desired by those with more credits than basic 
decency, such as the Hutts. It was not unheard of for twi'leks to be 


stolen away even in the midst of their homes, a violation of both 
Ryloth's and the Republic's sovereignty that went repeatedly 
unanswered by the government on Coruscant. Ryloth was in the 
Outer Rim, they thought. Why should they not take care of 
themselves? 


Thus, the twi'leks suffered, thus they were offered endless and 
empty platitudes by their leaders and the Republic while their people 
were torn asunder. Thus, were children ripped from their mothers’ 
bosoms, husbands and wives separated permanently on the whim 
of arich merchant, families destroyed in the blink of an eye. Thus 
they, and countless other races across the edges of the galaxy were 
seemingly forgotten by the Republic and the Jedi. 


Thus, those who had been freed by Separatist efforts joined the 
Separatist armies, resolved that they would be forgotten no longer. 
Such was the attitude of the crew of the /mmutable. 


The only thing truly uncommon about her crew was that most of the 
organic sailors had joined as a group, having all been aboard a 
slave ship together when it was boarded by a Confederate patrol a 
few years before the war began. There were a few who had come 
from different areas of the galaxy, but for the most part all of the 
ship's crew had known each other long before their enlistment in the 
Confederate Navy. 


With this in mind, they watched Commodore Athena Syndulla stand 
in the center of no less than three BX-Series Commando Droids, all 
trainer versions, knowing they were in for a treat. She had always 
been one of the most dangerous with a weapon, as their so-called 
masters had learned rather painfully. 


The commodore was wearing her usual workout ensemble, form 
fitting pants and a top that left the sunset toned skin of her stomach 
exposed. Her lekku had been bound together by a leather 
headdress, and in her hands she wielded a sparking electrostaff. 
She serenely eyed the droids circling her, each one wielding a 
blunted vibroblade. They were set on her custom training program 
and so wouldn't go for any particularly dangerous blows, but the 
droids could still hit very, very hard. 


She heard the cheers of the crew who had deigned to watch, 
marking each droid's position in a mental map of the sparring ring. 
She heard each clank as they moved, blades held at the ready but 
not making any aggressive moves until she began the spar. Her 
fingers held the electrostaff with an expert's grip, and her body stood 
in a relaxed but ready stance. She glanced to the digital clock 
mounted on the gym wall, and saw the time go from 09:59 to 10:00. 
She nodded. 


Breathe in. 
"Engage." 


As one the droids closed in, each going for a different angle with 
their blades. She twirled the staff rapidly, her feet moving with the 
rapidity and grace of a ballroom dancer. The blade aimed at her 
shoulder was parried, along with the one going for her torso. A slash 
had been made at her legs, but she jumped over it quickly. The jump 
was turned into a spin midair, the staff being swung in a wide arc to 
give the commodore some breathing room. The droids backed off, 
and she landed in a crouch, eyes gazing intently upon the machines 
as they calculated a new method of attack. 


She would not let them have the time, however. With a cry she 
lunged at the leftmost droid, stabbing out with her staff as if it were a 
spear. The machine deftly parried the blow, the two weapons 
sparking against one another. It was quickly forced on the defensive, 
as the commodore spun her staff in a mesmerizing pattern of steel 
and violet arcs of high-voltage electricity, testing her opponent's 
defenses for a weakness. The other two droids would not simply 
stand by and watch, however. They moved to attack her back while 
she was engaged with their comrade, hoping to exploit the 
momentary opening. The droids were not fast enough. The 
commodore was like a dervish, twirling and arcing her staff in wide 
and precise movements to catch any blows directed towards her. 
The commando droids' blades flashed with spectacular speed and 
precision, but it was not enough to break their opponent's defense. 
The four combatants moved across the ring as they did this, 
Athena's footwork smooth and graceful while the droids' were 
mechanical and precise. Surrounding them, crewmen cheered their 
commodore on from a safe distance. 


Things continued like this for another minute or so. Eventually one of 
the droids again tried to aim for the commodore's legs. As before, 
she jumped in the air to avoid the blade. This time, however, she 
had jumped towards the offending droid instead of simply dodging 
the attack. The droid's programming registered this and moved to 
counter it, but the commodore was simply too fast. Spinning midair 
like a whirlwind, she hooked her leg around the droid's head, pulling 
it down sharply to the ground along with her. There was a 
resounding clang as the machine was smashed to the ground, and 
before it could recover Athena's electrostaff stabbed the blue circle 
on its back, a sensor that would register the hit and inform the 
droid's A.I. that it had been ‘killed’. 


Barely pausing to acknowledge her victory the twi'lek woman fell 
upon the remaining two droids, engaging them both at once with her 
staff. By now she was spinning it so rapidly that it might as well have 
been a solid wall of steel and lightning. The two droids were hard 
pressed, now that they were down by a third it was harder for them 
to push against their opponent's defenses and find an opening. This 
wasn't to say that they didn't fight ferociously and with cruel cunning, 
but their opponent was one of the most skilled hands at melee 
combat in the Confederate Navy. Programming and cold steel could 
only go so far against instinct driven by experience and ingenuity. 


Eventually one of the droids left an opening when its attack was 
parried and caused it to overextend. The commodore wasted little 
time in sweeping its legs out from under it with her staff and hitting 
the sensor on its torso, ‘killing’ that one as well. The final droid, 
seeing that it had lost the numerical advantage, tried to press the 
attack and use the might of steel to overwhelm the commodore's 
flesh and bone. Just because it was on a training program did not 
mean it was unable to decide that breaking bone was a viable option 
for victory. Snapping out with its left hand the droid made to grab 
Athena's arm. 


The twi'lek pirouetted away from and around the droid's grasp, 
hitting first the offending arm, then stabbing at a leg to knock the 
droid down to its knee, and then striking the sensor on the droid's 
back, ‘killing’ it. The fight was over. 


Breathe out. 


"End session, initiate recharge." 


She planted one end of her staff on the floor as the droids rose and 
made their way for the terminals off to the side of the room while the 
crew cheered. She allowed herself a smile at the praise before 
tapping her staff on the ground with an echoing thud. 


"That's enough, back to your regimens! Or are any of you feeling 
lucky today?" 


The onlookers were quick to go back to their own business, knowing 
full well that any exercise they could put themselves through would 
be nothing compared to what their commodore could dish out. 
Charismatic leader she may have been, Athena Syndulla was also 
uncompromising in her and her subordinates' training. Slow sailors 
are dead sailors. 


She made her way off to the side of the gymnasium, sitting ona 
bench and taking a greedy sip from her water. The cool liquid was 
heavenly, helping her to relax from the intense sparring session. 
Even if it had only lasted a few minutes, the exertions of the fight 
had left her soaked in sweat. 


The beeping of her com-link grabbed the twi'lek's attention, and she 
opened it. "Syndulla here." 


" Commodore," the voice of her tactical droid said, crisp and flat as 
always. " Commodores Kircheis and Musel have arrived to discuss 
the latest drill results, as per your request." 


"Oh, good," she said, wiping the towel across her face as she spoke. 
She had been eager to go over the results with her colleagues. 
Purely for professional reasons, of course. It had nothing to do with 
her Squadron having come out ahead of both of theirs by a healthy 
margin. Nothing at all. "Have them wait in the bridge briefing room, 
I'll be there shortly." 


" Very good, ma'am, " the droid replied, before the call was cut. 


Taking another swig of her water, Athena quickly went to clean up 
and don a fresh uniform. One facility that the /mmutable could boast 


over other military vessels was a series of actual water-based 
showers attached to the locker rooms of the gymnasium. A luxury 
that she was ever thankful for, and one that made other captains 
green with envy. Sonic showers just weren't the same. 


Let's get cleaned up and see what those two have to say, she 
thought, smirking to herself. /t ought to be fun holding this over them 
for a while. 


"I'm telling you; he's doing it as a punishment." 


In the bridge briefing room, two officers of the Confederate Navy sat 
at the table, each enjoying a tea service that had been left courtesy 
of the crew. Known throughout the Task Group and being minor 
celebrities in the navy as a whole, they were rather hard to not 
recognize. Even without their reputations as Vader's daring 
subordinates, they were memorable in their own right. 


"| highly doubt that, Reinhard," Siegfried Kircheis said as he sipped 
from the tea. He took a moment to savor the aroma and flavor 
before setting the cup and saucer down. "Admiral Vader isn't one to 
be oblique with his discipline. If he felt there was an issue that 
needed to be addressed, he would do so quite bluntly. | recall 
someone yelping like a scared puppy when they tried to question his 
credentials in front of ship and crew. But | doubt you need the 
reminder." 


"It was one time," Reinhard Musel grumbled as he added a cube to 
his own tea, stirring it slowly. "And its not like | didn't learn my lesson 
after that. But still, three action drills in four days? All of them being 
held at the tail end of a shift? There's no way that's normal upkeep, 
even for him." 


"Hmm, point. But if that's the case, I'll take intensified simulations as 
discipline over whatever else he could conjure up. It could certainly 
be worse." 


Reinhard grunted at that, conceding the point. He took a sip of his 
own tea, taking a moment to appreciate the bold flavor. He was 


partial to caf himself, but he could appreciate the subtler nature of 
tea every now and then. He knew for a fact that Kircheis had his 
own dedicated tea service aboard his ship, and would use any 
excuse to set it out. 


"So, what do you make of things lately?" Reinhard asked his friend 
after a moment. Kircheis raised a brow. "About our lack of orders." 


The red-haired man took another sip before answering. "Tough to 
say on Command's end. We've long since repaired our ships, and 
our troops are well-rested. Even with the loyalists being too 
concentrated between us and the East to attempt a breakout, | 
figured the brass would at least assign us something. It's odd. As for 
the local command, well, you heard the conversation yesterday..." 


Reinhard grimaced, recalling vividly Rear Admiral Vader's icy 
presence after the transmission from Vice Admiral Kraat had ended. 
Everyone had known to avoid their normally affable commander for 
a good portion of the day. "It's risky, having two of the ranking 
officers in the area disliking each other so heavily. | understand how 
the admiral feels, but at the same time..." 


"Agreed," Kircheis said with a nod, features grim. "It could prove a 
hindrance to any operations in the future. Vice Admiral Kraat may 
outrank him, but Rear Admiral Vader is not a part of Kraat's 
command chain and paid close attention to by the public. A 
complicated affair. The lack of any new information from Raxus only 
makes things worse. Vice Admiral Trench can only keep the peace 
so well from the other side of the galaxy." 


At that moment the door opened, revealing Commodore Syndulla in 
a fresh uniform. She walked into the conference room with a fresh 
step, having come from one of her training sessions. What she 
called training, anyway. Reinhard preferred to look at it as self- 
inflicted torture, which he wanted no part of, thank you very much... 


"Morning, boys," Syndulla said, her Rylothi accent laced with teasing 
smugness. "I'm surprised you came all the way to my ship just to 
hear me gloat." 


"Of course," Reinhard said with a teasing smile of his own. They 


could put aside the business of their admirals for another time. "It's 
always a pleasure discussing the day's drill results, outlier results 
aside." 


The twi'lek snorted as she sat down at the table, removing her cap. 
Quickly pouring herself some tea, she settled into her seat. "Is that a 
challenge, Reinhard? My sailors are more than happy to show you 
up in the next simulation, if that's what you're looking for." 


"I'm sure," Kircheis said with a pleasant grin. "But friendly 
competition aside, we were hoping to go over where we could 
improve. Specifically, our screens' coordination could use some 
improvement." 


Athena nodded, idly flicking through the datapad she'd brought with 
her holding the drill's results. "Yes, we fell for the admiral's trick with 
the Y-Wings for the first time in a while. | also wanted to bring up 
methods for improving the firing rate of our proton cannons. | know 
that we shouldn't rely on them so heavily, but they really are 
paramount in us punching above our weight like we did at Milagro." 


"Some of my engineers brought up the idea of using 
interchangeable heatsinks," Reinhard said. "Sort of like a tibanna 
pack in a rifle. Except instead of holding gas for the weapon to 
consume, it takes in the heat from each firing. Then it's switched out 
with a fresh heatsink. That was the gist of it, at least. There'd need 
to be some tests before we explore the idea." 


"We should definitely look into that," Kircheis said, clasping his 
hands on the table. "Even if the proton cannon outguns the heaviest 
loyalist turobolaser, we can only produce and mount so many, and 
they're far too expensive to become a mainline weapon. In terms of 
numbers, we'll always be outdone." 


"| understand the admiral put forward the idea of mounting them in 
turrets as well. That would definitely improve the weight of our 
volleys; right now, the Providence has to fight almost like a ship of 
the line from ancient wet navies. Being able to use all ten guns 
without having to roll the ship would give us far more flexibility.” 


"We'll bring it up with the admiral at the next briefing," Kircheis said 


in response. "Now, going back to our performance against the Y- 
Wings..." 


Onbaord R.A.S. Resolute, Antar System 


The Antar system was a planet on the frontlines of the ever-growing 
Clone Wars. Situated in the now dangerous borderlands between 
the C.I.S. and Republic, it had seen its share of battles. The area 
had become especially important as it was situated on the flank of 
the Republic's supply lines into the newly occupied territories around 
Milagro and New Cov. With fresh forces recently having been 
transferred into that area to garrison the still unruly separatist 
populace, it was critical that Antar be defended. If this system were 
to fall, there was little to prevent a separatist encirclement of the 
entire area. 


To this end, the Open Circle Fleet had been locked down in a 
defensive stance of the local space. There had been fears that Darth 
Vader's bold raids had been the precursor for some larger assault, 
but nothing substantial had materialized. Yet the Republic's 
admiralty remained weary, and were hesitant to pull away a normally 
very mobile force from the area. Especially with the fast-approaching 
date of the campaign to take the South back from the separatists. 


For Ashoka Tano, it was mind-numbingly boring. 


For what had to be the... actually she had lost count. After an 
indeterminate number of repetitions, she came out of her katas from 
Jar'Kai. Lightsabers deactivating, she huffed as she saw that she 
had been just a few seconds shy of her goal, again . Her master had 
been hounding her about perfecting the form for weeks now, and 
while she'd shown marked improvement, she always fell just short of 
the goals he'd set. She'd become well-acquainted with what she 
called Skyguy's ‘drill-sarge side,’ much to her consternation and 
Master Obi-wan's amusement. 


He's only being so tough because he cares, she chided herself. 
After what happened with Aayla... 


She frowned, refusing to start thinking those dreary thoughts. Aayla 
Secura's death still haunted the Jedi Order even months after the 
fact. The same went for Bly and his legion with the clone troopers. 
She knew a few men from the 501st had lost good friends at 
Phindar, and she tried to offer them what comfort she could. Things 
had gotten better with time, but the wounds left by the war weren't 
the sort of thing that could simply be talked away. They would linger 
for a long time. 


She smacked her forehead. Positive thoughts! 


She was getting better at the form, no one could deny that, Obi-wan 
had helped her tune her lightsabers to a fine sheen, the mess was 
serving Naboo Honey Cake tonight, Master Plo had told her how 
proud he was... 


At that she sighed. 


" | wish they would send someone else," Ahsoka admitted. She was 
having a rare call with Master Plo while he prepared his fleet for 
action. She had been informed of where he was going by Anakin, 
and the thought filled her with dread. "| don't mean to say you're not 
up to it, Master, but it's just..." 


" There is a high risk, yes," the baritone voice of Plo Koon said in 
reply, well aware of his old ward's concern. He idly stroked the chin 
of his mask. "We have numbers and the troops are motivated, but 
this was also the case at Milagro. The enemy | go to fight is a 
dangerous one." 


And then she could tell he was smiling. "But fret not, young one. | 
will have Luminara and her padawan Barriss to help me, and several 
other seasoned Knights have volunteered to come along as well. 
Why, we might just steal the limelight from you and Skywalker if 
we're not careful." 


She giggled at that. "Skyguy is upset that he won't get to take part. 
We've been stuck here for weeks now. I'm not sure how much 
longer the boys can keep up with his live flight drills." 


Her smile dimmed, and Plo Koon sensed her mood. "It's just... | 


want you to come back, Master Plo. | don't want another funeral 
where there's no body, especially not for you." 


| can't lose you. Not my father in all but blood. 


"| will not make any promises, Ahsoka," the old Jedi said grimly, 
though not ungently. "War has a habit of making even the simplest 
oaths impossible to keep. But | will do my utmost to survive. You can 
rest easy on that. And even if the worst should happen and | done... 
/ will be with you, young one. Always." 


She knew that quite a few more conservative Jedi would have 
considered her conversation with Master Plo to be evidence of too 
much attachment, but she frankly didn't care. He was the being who 
had raised her, taught her the ways of the Force, instilled in her a 
desire to serve the Order and bring good into the galaxy. Even after 
her time with Anakin, Ahsoka could not let go of her old teacher. 
Really, she was lucky. She'd ended up with two excellent teachers. 


More Jedi than I'm comfortable with say that attachment is a 
doorway to the Dark Side, her master would say. But | think they're 
wrong. It's perfectly fine to care. To love. Our bonds are what give 
us the strength to do what's right, Ahsoka. Never forget that. 


"Commander?" 


Rex's voice jolted her from her thoughts, and with a yelp she whirled 
around to face him, tripping in the process. The clone officer could 
only stare bemusedly at her antics. For her part, Ansoka held her 
head in embarrassment, groaning all the while. To think that she'd 
been so consumed in her thoughts she hadn't even noticed Rex 
coming up behind her. 


"Are you... alright, sir?" he asked, blessedly making no mention of 
her decidedly un-Jedi reaction. He offered her a hand, which the 
Togruta gladly took. She offered him a smile, still tinged with 
embarrassment. 


"Well, tripping like a baby rancor aside, | guess. Just thinking," she 
said, arms interlocking behind her back. 


"| have no idea what you mean, sir," Rex said with a straight face, 
only the twinkle of his eye giving away his humor at the situation. 
"Anyway, | was just coming by to get you. General Skywalker is, 
ah... experimenting." 


Ahsoka raised her brow, immediately knowing what Rex meant. Her 
master was like a little kid sometimes... "The gunships again?" 


Rex nodded, somber and solemn. "He's already disassembled half 
of Turbo's. Poor lad nearly fainted when he saw it." 


The young Jedi sighed, already walking towards the door. "I'll do my 
best. Though if you're coming to me it must mean that Obi-wan isn't 
making much headway." 


"Not true, sir," Rex said, briefly causing Ahsoka to look up. "The 
general said, and | quote, 'Nope' before walking in the exact 
opposite direction. So, technically, the battle isn't lost yet." 


"Only because no one's actually there to lose it," Ansoka grumbled, 
even though in reality she felt lightened at the antics of her friends. 
She and Rex pressed on, the pair making a quaint sight. He, the 
battle-hardened clone with back straight and gait that of an officer 
worthy of respect, and her the diminutive Jedi Padawan, still trying 
to figure out where exactly she fit in this highly irregular yet tightly 
knit family. 


"Sir?" Rex said after a moment, gaining Ahsoka's attention. He 
smiled at her. "Don't worry about the general. It'll take more than 
some arch-clanker to take him down." 


Her eyes widened, utterly surprised that Rex had somehow 
understood what had been troubling her when he found her. But 
then, maybe it wasn't so surprising. Rex made a great effort of 
knowing the moods and feelings of his troops, understanding that 
morale was of utmost importance. He'd gained quite the keen insight 
from the endeavor, and she half-wondered if he was Force Sensitive 
with how well he could read both his fellow clones and his Jedi 
officers. 


"Thanks, Rex," she said in reply, truly grateful for his reassurance. 


"Well, let's go see just how bad Skyguy's tinkering is this time, eh? If 
I'm going to fight a hopeless battle, you're at least going to slog it out 
with me." 


Rex chuckled, a low and rasping sound that brimmed with warmth. It 
was the warmth of a stolen moment in between firefights, or of a 
quiet night on watch with naught but the stars and one's comrades 
for company. 


"I've got your back, sir." 


Onboard C.S.S. Ambitious, Sullust System 


The bridge of the Ambitious was as lively as ever. Even while they 
and the rest of the fleet sat in orbit of Sullust seemingly doing 
nothing, there was still plenty of activity among the relatively small 
formation of Task Group Rancor. Eighty ships of war required a 
great amount of coordination, even if all they were doing was 
holding position. Patrol patterns needed to be routed, formation 
maintained, traffic monitored and corralled where needed, and 
countless other seemingly mundane minutiae of keeping a fleet 
running smoothly. As the old saying went, 'the only quiet ship is a 
dead ship.’ 


The lack of immediate orders for the Task Group to attend to would 
have normally made other sailors envious of their downtime, but as 
the other ships of the Southern Front had come to realize, Darth 
Vader rarely let his fleet rest without earning it first. Drill, after drill, 
after drill had been run and rerun in varying fashion by the Sith's 
fleet, and observers from the other formations had quickly become 
overwhelmed with the pace and intensity of the wargames. 


"I've heard of exercises," one officer had said after observing a 
rather nail-biting wargame that had seen the Task Group barely 
edge out a victory over the opfor. "Those are one thing. What you 
people get up to is utter insanity." 


Nonetheless, the training spoke for itself. Task Group Rancor 
operated at a standard that was on par with some of the finest naval 


traditions anywhere in the galaxy. Insanity or not, they had taken 
naval warfare and raised it from their profession to an art form. The 
other officers, those wise enough to realize that even with the 
somewhat maverick reputation Vader's fleet had garnered, were 
eager to glean what they could from the exercises and 
conversations with the Task Group's sailors. 


At the moment, the leader of these mavericks was huddled at his 
customary position at the tactical table on his flagship's bridge, 
studying several maps of the Southern Theater. There were 
convenient markers to indicate the positions of all ships in the area, 
with any ships being unidentified or of enemy make being marked 
with a flashing blue X. Worryingly, there were several such symbols 
to the north, clustered around Fondor and Foless. 


"These are the last confirmed sightings that the probes had," 3110 
said of the markers. It then pointed towards a flashing red symbol 
indicating Vice Admiral Kraat and his fleet. "The Vice Admiral has 
taken up position at Yag'Dhul, though wisdom dictates that he 
refuse an engagement there if it becomes necessary. His scouts 
have yet to report back." 


Vader nodded at the information, going over what they already 
knew. By chance, or the Force, a cargo freighter crewed by 
merchants sympathetic to the C.I.S. had passed along information 
that there was an uptick in loyalist activity in the area. Sightings of 
multiple ships had been mentioned, and they'd even provided 
holovids of a few that they'd gotten close to during their travels. Ina 
rare moment of agreement, he and Vice Admiral Kraat had 
acknowledged that while the report had little to verify it (and there 
was precedent for beings looking to make a quick credit by passing 
along ‘vital intelligence’ that only turned out to be empty space and 
wasted time), the fact that the physical evidence had been genuine 
merited at least a cursory look. 


Having said that, Vader was weary regardless. He was still keenly 
aware of how far off intelligence could be from the actual situation. 


"Have we heard back from Command?" he asked, not looking away 
from the map. The Force nudged him, telling him that there was 
something afoot, but frustratingly it was little more than a vague 


sense of foreboding. 


"Only that things have been quiet along the frontlines," 3110, he 
really needed to come up with a name for the droid, said. "There are 
reports from several sectors of subunits peeling away and returning 
to the Republic's interior, but aside from that there is nothing worth 
noting." 


"Usually, that is an indication of a major operation being prepared," 
Vader mused, tracing his fingers along with frontlines between the 
C.I.S. and the Republic as the whispers from the Dark Side grew. 
Dangerenemiesdestructionslaughter- 


"But where is the hammer, and where is the anvil?" he wondered 
aloud, now pointing at specific locations. "To strike at Mygeeto, and 
deal us another blow in the North? Or perhaps to hit Randon, and 
further widen the gap between the East and South." 


His intuition and the whispers told him that was wrong however, and 
with a building thrill of battlelust and dread his finger moved further 
south. Does battle call me once more? 


"Or will they strike here, to liberate Eriadu from our siege and take 
Sullust's shipyards?" 


Along with his head, he thought darkly. 


"It cannot be discounted," 3110 said, altering the hologram to 
forecast a hypothetical invasion of the Southern Theater. "In spite of, 
or perhaps even because of, our presence, it is easy to see the 
Republic devoting significant resources to the area's pacification. 
The calculations all end up with this theater as a valuable region, the 
presence of Task Group Rancor only adding onto the numbers." 


Perhaps the intelligence was right this time, they both thought. How 
amusing that it had come from a source completely outside the 
employ of the C.I.S. 


"And on our end, it is woefully undermanned," Vader said, gazing at 
the arrows representing any possible loyalist advances. They carved 
through the red areas like a lightsaber through cheap metal. Even 


though it was merely a hypothetical representation, he found himself 
uneased by the imagery. 


"Indeed, sir," 3110 said. "The tension and lack of extensive 
communication between you and Vice Admiral Kraat only 
complicates our situation. We are officially a reserve, but in reality, 
we are actively kept from the possible flashpoints, and the chance 
for proactive defense is lost immediately." 


"That is partially my own fault," Vader admitted, now somewhat 
regretting his standoff with Kraat. Regardless of their personal 
feelings towards one another, they were both officers and should 
have learned to put such things to the side for the sake of the 
troops. "Insect though he is, Kraat does know how to organize a 
fleet. Perhaps there is time to have a rapprochement, at least for the 
moment." 


"Blind optimism does not suit you, sir," 3110 said, not looking away 
from the table. 


Vader looked towards the droid; anusement clear in his tone. "And 
neither does sarcasm for you." 


"lam learning," it said with a flash from its photoreceptors. "The past 
few jokes have even gone well enough that a sailor laughed." 


"Progress is a remarkable thing," Vader said, before turning back to 
the table and becoming solemn. "! feel that the hammer will fall upon 
us, and it will fall hard." 


"It will be Milagro all over again," 3110 said in agreement. "Except 
this time there will be no escape. We will have either victory or 
disassembly." 


Vader nodded. "Regardless of our hopes, send a message to Vice 
Admiral Kraat anyway. Giving him some warning will be better than 
nothing at all." 


Turning from the table, he set his gaze out towards the vista of 
Sullust and the surrounding starscape. One of those specks of light 
held the force which was about to be unleased upon him and his 


troops. He idly wondered which particular point it was. 


Victory or death, hmm? He thought, sedately striding towards the 
viewports with his hands clasped behind his back. 3110 simply 
nodded at the order, continuing to observe the tactical table. The 
droid was well used to its commander's quirks by now. For his part, 
the Sith stopped just before the forwardmost viewport, thin 
transparisteel the only thing between him and the void of space. 


That seems to be the only thing | know lately. How droll. 


Republic Ministry of Defense, Coruscant 


In one of the many situation rooms within the ministry, the 
Chancellor and several of his aides and military advisors sat 
gathered around the conference table with suitably grim faces. 
Grand Master Yoda was there as well, representing the Jedi Order. 
Several holograms stood at one end of the room, the images of Plo 
Koon, Luminara Unduli and Admiral Coburn looking equally grim. 


"Chancellor," one of the aides said as he looked at his watch. "It is 
time." 


Palpatine nodded solemnly before standing from his seat, causing 
everyone else to straighten. He had done what he could to ensure 
that events proceeded as he wished, but outside of discreet efforts 
things were now out of his hands. It was time to roll the dice. 


"Begin the operation,” he said, getting nods from the three 
holograms. "The prayers and hopes of the Republic go with you. 
May the Force be with you." 


And may she not derail my plans before they can even begin, he 
thought darkly, eyes boring into the projected image of the Southern 
Theater. 


Vader... let us see what you're really made of. 


Author's Note: Sorry for the delay everyone. Been preparing for grad 
school the past few months, and while | wish | could say the delay 
won't happen again we all know that's unlikely at best. Still I'll do my 
best to keep chapters coming. 


A slow chapter this time, though with the promise of action to come. 
It was a good opportunity to explore two things I've always 
wondered about: slavery in Star Wars and why the Confederacy 
fights. Considering the Confederacy's focus in the Outer Rim, it is 
almost certain that these two issues are mutually inclusive. You 
need more than simple political machinations and corporate backing 
to start a galaxy wide civil war, there are actual social issues at work 
here. 


Take Ryloth for example: we know that it is a member world of the 
Republic, they have their own named Senator and all. Yet one of the 
groups most targeted by slavers, is the Twi'leks. In essence, 
Republic citizens are being targeted for slavery, something their 
government has outlawed for millennia, and nothing is being done. 
There is resentment there, and | would bet good money that this 
situation has been repeated in other worlds in the Outer Rim as well. 
It's not a simple matter of beating back the droid armies and helping 
the people get back on their feet; quite a few will not want to be 
brought back into the Republic's fold, and will do whatever they feel 
is necessary to stay out. 


A number of people seemed worried about Palpatine's reaction in 
the previous chapter, and all | can say is he's human. He'll have 
moments of panic. That doesn't mean he can't calm down later and 
look at the situation rationally. The mark of a great strategist is not 
how well their initial plan unfolds, its how they handle events when 
they start to deviate from what they originally expected. 


But enough of hearing me ramble. The next update will be for 
Britannia's Children, hopefully without the delay. | look forward to 
seeing you then. 


The Southern Campaign: Part 2 


Chapter XI: The Southern Campaign, Part II 


The Republic's offensive has begun. With the largest force mustered 
for a single campaign in the war under his command, Jedi Master 
Plo Koon launched a swift opening strike on Confederate forces. 
Caught off guard by the sheer weight of enemy forces, the 
Confederates were compelled to fall back, suffering severe 
casualties in the opening engagements. Among these was Vice 
Admiral Poh Kraat, who performed a doomed rearguard action to 
buy the rest of his forces time to escape. While individually heroic, 
this did not detract from the fact that from a force of 200 ships, only 
100 managed to escape. Only 600 Confederate vessels now 
remained to oppose a fleet of 2000. 


As Plo Koon's fleet moves to establish a beachhead, the 
Confederate forces scramble to organize a response. Scraping 
together a fleet with his task group at the core, Darth Vader sets out 
to meet the enemy. The two fleets meet in their first engagement at 
Wroona. 


Onboard Civilian Transport Starfarer, Wroona System 


The space around Wroona blossomed with countless artificial stars. 
Turbolasers, missiles, proton torpedoes, and proton cannons 
flashed in between the two opposing fleets in awe-inspiring volumes. 
Against the backdrop of the blue planet, the Confederate fleet was 
arranged like a cortosis phalanx. Ships rotated in formation to 
present a moving target, and when necessary traded spots with 
fresh vessels to recharge their shields. The great Lucrehulk carriers 
sat in the center of the fleet, disgorging swarms of smallcraft to 
assault their enemy. The cruisers, with their feared proton cannons, 
joined together in thundering volleys at the Republic's lines. The 
frigates and destroyers acted as screens and harriers, either holding 
the line or darting out in daring sorties to disrupt the loyalist ships. It 


was a mighty force. 
The Republic fleet was mightier. 


Advancing in a massive screen that looked more like a grid- 
patterned constellation than a fleet, the Republic's star destroyers 
and cruisers answered each Confederate volley with their own. Blue 
flashed against red, and there were momentary supernovas as a 
ship finally succumbed to enemy fire. Clone pilots braved the droid 
hoards with unyielding courage, covering their ships and attempting 
to launch their own attacks against the Confederate fleet. Joined by 
Jedi fighters, they held the line against a ceaseless advance of 
Vulture and Condor fighters. Curiously, the notorious Hyena 
bombers were absent from the fight. This was noticed, but against 
the intense fighting it was a brief afterthought among most of the 
pilots at best. 


Racing away from the planet was a gaggle of civilian and unarmed 
military transport ships. Among them was the Starfarer, a freight 
hauler whose captain couldn't just leave without doing something to 
help. His ship carried those who didn't belong in a combat zone; 
children, the elderly, the injured and disabled, and any male or 
female civilian who could find a spot on the ship after the previously 
mentioned were accounted for. They had what they could carry, and 
it was often very little. The Republic's advance left little time to get 
away. It was only the speedy arrival of the Confederate fleet that 
enabled any evacuation to happen at all; they were all that stood 
between Wroona and the Coruscant Star. There had been a brief 
hope that Darth Vader's arrival meant the planet would be saved, 
but the Sith admiral had made it plain that his ships would fight only 
until all assets vital to the Confederacy were evacuated. After that, 
the planet would be abandoned. 


Needless to say, this had added an extra note of urgency to the 
evacuation. 


Children stared out the viewports at the battle, captivated. They 
made noises of awe when stray dogfights drifted close to the 
transport or there was a particularly bright explosion. The children 
were too young to understand the death and destruction they were 
witnessing; they only saw the glory. Nor did they understand that 


they were being forced to abandon home. To them it was just a new 
and exciting adventure. As for the adults, they simply sat and hoped 
that they would make it out of the system before the fleet was forced 
to leave. 


"| hope my sister got out..." 


"The battle droids were being set up for stands in the city last | 
heard..." 


"Fat lot of good they'd do. I've heard the Jedi can wipe out whole 
units on their own..." 


"Thank the Stars the fleet got here; those clones frighten me..." 


Suddenly the intercom flared to life, the grizzled voice of the captain 
echoing throughout the ship. "Attention all passengers, we're 

nearing the jump point. Secure yourselves to a seat and don't mind 
any turbulence. And tell those kids to get away from the viewports." 


The children were duly pulled away, much to their protestation, and 
before long the stars elongated into endless lines. With a lurch, the 
transport entered hyperspace. 


The passengers were both relieved and disheartened. They had 
gotten away, but they had also been forced to abandon their home. 
None of them knew when they would see it again. 


Far from the Starfarer, amongst the pitched dogfighting that was 
taking place between the two sides' smallcraft, one Confederate 
squadron in particular was wreaking havoc. Composed entirely of 
Tempest Zeros, they operated like a red whirlwind. Each fighter was 
piloted by a veteran Valahari, hardened by their exploits against the 
Republic and amongst one of the most acclaimed organic units in 
the Confederate military. All of them were the creme of the crop, 
skilled as individuals and extremely deadly as a unit. 


These were Tofen's Raiders. One of the first units that Valahari had 
committed to the war and led by her most beloved son. 


"Raid Leader, | count three V-19s trying to make a pass on you. I'm 
on their tail." 


"Copy that Raid-3, I'll set them up for you," Tofen Vane himself said 
as he piloted his craft. "Figures you need my help to get any kills.” 


"Har, har," his squadmate said, voice dry as Tatooine even over the 
comm. "Not everyone can be as lucky as you, sir." 


Tofen smirked, enjoying the banter. He found it helped to take the 
edge off being in a life-or-death situation. He saw the three tangoes 
on his scopes, and moved his craft in such a way that it was a 
tempting target but not in any overt danger. Easily dodging the azure 
lances, he saw another Tempest Zero line itself up behind the three 
V-19s on his tail. Before long, all three were reduced to space dust 
by his comrade's fire. 


"Thanks, Raid-3. I'll have the drinks ready when we get back." 


"Anytime, sir," Raid-3 said, before peeling off to search for more 
targets. For his part, Tofen quickly locked on to a pair of ARC-170s, 
blasting them away in short order with his laser cannons. Another 
V-19 followed shortly after that. He was almost starting to think this 
was too easy when one of the Jedi showed up. 


"| was wondering where the real fight was," he said, gunning his 
engines to face this new opponent. They were flying the triangular 
Aethersprite, a solid fighter that could do a lot of damage in the 
hands of one of those accursed Force-users. Even only a few 
months into the war, however, Tofen knew well how to handle one of 
these supposedly unkillable pilots. 


"That's right, follow me," Tofen murmured as he zipped by his 
enemy, a few potshots denting the shields. The Jedi was quickly on 
his tail. He sent a signal to his squadmates to keep their distance 
and focus on maintaining unit cohesion. Verdant flashes from Jedi's 
laser cannons filled his vision as he danced nimbly through all of 
them, the rear laser cannon on his own crimson fighter sending its 
own fire right back. The two continued their dance of death for what 
felt like hours. Speeding through the space of the battlefield at a 
madman's pace, both of the pilots were blinded to the overall course 


of the battle. Their only focus was on each other. The main 
difference was that Tofen had his squadron running interference 
against the enemy. No help would be coming to this Jedi. 


He spied the drifting hulk of a broken Munificent, and decided that 
was where he would claim his prize. Breathing deeply, he focused 
his mind and remembered the advice that Dooku had given him. 


" The Jedi are used to their enemies' emotions flaring like a star. If 
you keep yourself calm and centered, they will be momentarily 
thrown off balance. That is when you strike, my friend." 


He made for the derelict ship, twisting through the wreckage like a 
serpent. His calmed mind meant the Jedi had a harder time finding 
him in the tempest of emotions that was a battlefield, and before 
long he'd misled his enemy into ending up in front of him. 


"Gotcha," he declared, blasting his enemy away in a hail of crimson 
laser fire. For a moment he felt a strange sensation, as if his chest 
had been hit with a hammer, but it quickly passed. Knowing that this 
was supposedly from his being Force sensitive (at least, that's what 
Dooku seemed to think), he ignored it. Resembling a triumphant bird 
of prey, he flew his fighter back into formation with his squadron, 
and it was then that he received the signal to withdraw. 


"Well pilots, looks like this show is over. We're leaving now." 


There was some playful grumbling, but his Raiders all followed him 
as they and the other Confederate smallcraft conceded the field to 
the enemy. While it never felt good to experience a defeat, he'd take 
all of his squadron coming back alive any day. Moving swiftly, they 
joined the larger Confederate formation. 


Through his viewport and on the radar, he could see as Vader used 
the gravitational pull of Wroona to slingshot to the opposite side of 
the system and the jump point. The Republic didn't seem too 
interested in following, focusing on establishing a blockade of the 
planet. Thanks to that, the Confederates were able to leave the 
system with little issue. It left a sour taste in Tofen's mouth, 
abandoning those left on the planet, but he knew it couldn't be 
helped. The fleet couldn't liberate Wroona later if it died now. 


Tofen's Raiders, along with all of the other Confederate smallcraft, 
swiftly landed aboard their motherships. In his squadron's case, it 
was the carrier C.S.S. Sucker Punch. It wasn't quite the same as the 
Raiders’ regular base, nothing could ever replace their home away 
from home, but for now it was good enough. 


Even as the last fighters entered their hangars, Vader's fleet 
reached the jump point, and before long the Wroona system had 
been conceded to the Republic. 


It would not be the last. 


Wroona System, Three Days Later 


It had taken the Republic's forces surprisingly little time to establish 
an occupation on the planet. When the separatist fleet had so 
quickly conceded the system, it was expected that a hard fight lay 
ahead for the ground troops. There were indeed multiple 
engagements when the clone troopers first landed, but this 
resistance proved to only be a token response. What droid 
formations did exist were either brushed aside with laughable ease 
or were bypassed to be annihilated later. It was only after these 
formations were destroyed that the loyalist forces discovered that no 
organic officers were present among the machines. They had, in 
effect, been wound up like clockwork soldiers and left to be turned 
into scrap. 


There was confusion everywhere. Wasn't Darth Vader supposed to 
be a dogged defender? Was this really all the man who had 
destroyed Aayla Secura's fleet in a day had to offer? Where were 
the traps? The insidious last stands that would claim hundreds of 
soldiers before finally being bested? 


CT-7654, "Asher", didn't know, and he didn't like it one bit. 


He was currently riding shotgun in a speeder as it Zoomed down a 
main road in the planetary capital. As a Senior Commander, he was 
the ranking officer in command of the 66th Legion, one of the 
sixteen currently attached to Sector Army South. A veteran force, 


they had seen action in several campaigns, including the march on 
Ryloth. This latest campaign was expected to be a slog in space and 
on the ground, so the brass had selected only the best of the best. 


At least, that's what the boys kept loudly boasting. For his part, 
Asher had simply nodded and begun studying in detail the major 
systems of the Southern Front. When his men touched down, he 
and they would be ready for whatever bullshit the seps could throw 
at them. 


Asher was by nature a taciturn person. He cared for his brothers, 
and believed in the cause they were fighting for, but he wasn't as 
gregarious as most other clones. He preferred the quiet of his office, 
reading for leisure or simply taking in the silence. When he wasn't 
reading, he was either training or actually fighting. Anyone who took 
his quiet nature to mean he was shy or anxious would be quickly 
disabused of this notion when he barked orders to his men, and 
cursed as well as the finest sailor. Wherever the 66th went, Asher 
would be close to the front, organizing his troops with finesse and 
certainty. This otherwise quiet and considering man had led many a 
charge, taken many a hill, and blasted many a hole in whatever 
clanker was stupid enough to get in his way. 


With that in mind, it had utterly surprised him just how easy this first 
landing was. 


Turning his helmeted head slightly, he gazed out the window of the 
closed speeder, taking in the site of the local civilians trying to carry 
on with their business. The invasion had been relatively kind to the 
Wroonians, all things considered. The swift conclusion to the fighting 
meant that little collateral damage had occurred, and the Jedi and 
clones were by their nature gentle occupiers. He'd overheard a few 
non-clone officers grumbling about the natives getting off too easy 
considering they were separatist sympathizers, but aside from that 
there'd been no major issues. 


Even with that, Asher didn't have to look hard to see the nervous 
tension which gripped the populace. They were terrified of the 
clones and Jedi, no doubt fed story after story by separatist 
propaganda of the brutality of the Jedi invaders and their slave 
soldiers. He snorted. The first time one of these people had called 


him a slave to his face, he'd decked them in the jaw. This was what 
he was born to do. All clones were at home in two places; with their 
brothers and on the battlefield. He was no slave, he was a soldier, a 
Mando in all the ways that mattered. These people didn't know 
slavery; if they wanted to know what it looked like, they could take a 
look at the Twi'leks that Wat Tambor had sold to the Zygerrians 
before Ryloth was retaken. Then they could tell him who was really 
fighting for a decent galaxy. 


He shook his head. How these locals felt wasn't his problem. So 
long as they didn't cause trouble, he had no quarrel with them. 


"Lively crowd, eh sir?" the speeder's driver quipped, a brother at the 
rank of corporal. Asher noted that his name registered as ‘Indigo’. 


"You can say that again," Asher replied as he gazed back ahead, 
the municipal building getting closer. It now flew the Coruscant Star, 
and where before it had been a simple bureaucratic hub it was now 
the center of the loyalist occupation. "Almost makes me want to be 
in a firefight. At least then the seps are being honest about how 
much they want to kill you." 


Indigo laughed, nodding in agreement. "Right about that, sir! | can't 
wait to get back with my batchmates; no offense, but driving this 
speeder is boring as all hell, and the locals don't make for good 
conversation to say the least." 


"At least it isn't Jabiim," Asher said with a small shudder. Now that 
was a hellhole he'd be more than happy to never see again. 


With that, the speeder came to a stop in front of the building, and 
Asher quickly exited. He sent a thumbs up to the driver. 


"Take a break, brother, I'll probably be in here a while. I'll call when 
I'm ready to leave." 


With an enthusiastic "yes, sir!" his driver pulled away, leaving Asher 
to ascend the stairs of the municipal building alone. The sentries 
saluted at the sight of the clone with yellow accents on his armor, a 
salute which he returned. The trooper manning the security station 
took a brief glance at his credentials before waving him through. 


Asher was quickly swallowed by the bustling crowd of clone and 
non-clone personnel, all of them rushing to and fro save for the 
guards which kept silent vigil. Most of these were too busy to salute 
even someone of his rank, which didn't bother him too much. He 
wasn't such a stickler for regulations that a gesture or lack thereof 
would cause an issue. 


The building itself was a simple government office, designed with 
wroonian aesthetics but otherwise unremarkable. Fortunately, said 
aesthetics amounted to a simple circle, which allowed Asher to 
quickly make his way to the command room. Here there was 
another sentry point, and the security check was much more 
thorough. After a couple of minutes, he was allowed through, and 
the clone commander left the bustle of the main hall for the equally 
loud chatter of the command room. 


He ignored the multiple clones at work amongst the terminals, 
focused instead on the large holotable towards the back of the room. 
Or rather, the figures surrounding the table. He clicked his heels as 
he came to a stop, offering a salute to one of the highest-ranking 
Jedi in the campaign. 


"CT-7654, Commander Asher, reporting as ordered, General 
Luminara," he said. The General turned away from the holotable to 
gaze upon him, and no matter how many times he saw her face he 
was struck by how at peace she looked. Luminous blue eyes 
twinkled as she took him in, and for a split second he thought her 
lips twitched upward. 


"| must have the wrong sort of reputation, if you still feel the need to 
address me with your number first, Asher," she said after a moment, 
her soft voice doing nothing to blunt his slight feeling of 
embarrassment. 


"Ah, sorry sir," he said, still standing at a relaxed parade rest. "Force 
of habit and all that." 


She shook her head in amusement, gesturing him to the table. He 
noted both the general's padawan and a Jedi Knight with the wildest 
mane of hair he'd ever seen were also standing at the table. 
Commander Offee was looking on in open humor, while the 


unknown Jedi had a bland look on his face. He was still staring at 
the projection on the table. 


"You know my padawan Barriss," she stated, said padawan giving a 
small bow which he returned with a nod. "But | don't believe you've 
met Quinlan Vos." 


Asher offered a nod to the Kiffar, which went largely ignored. Asher 
would have been offended, if he didn't know that Vos had been 
Aayla Secura's master before she became a knight. 


Everyone dealt with grief differently, even a Jedi. He knew that from 
experience. 


"I can't say | have, sir," he said after a moment, turning back to 
General Luminara. He caught the look in her eye as she gazed at 
Vos for a moment, before she turned back to him. Asher ignored it. 
"What did you need, General?" 


"Two things,” the Jedi said after a moment. "First, you'll be receiving 
a new Jedi attaché. He'll be accompanying you from now on during 
the campaign. | understand that it's rather sudden, but Master Plo 
felt that as many Legions as possible need as least one Jedi with 
them." 


"In case Vader makes an appearance," Asher stated rather than 
asked, getting a nod from Luminara. It made sense; he'd much 
rather have a Jedi at his back if the arch-clanker showed up. "When 
will | be receiving them?" 


"At this very moment," Luminara said, amusement returning to her 
voice, and he followed her gaze to Quinlan Vos. He had been silent 
the entire time, and if anything, he had become even broodier since 
Asher had entered the room. "It is high time Knight Vos started 
exercising some responsibility. And the 66th is the perfect fit for 
him." 


You mean you're saddling us with the problematic one, Asher 
thought, but he kept his silence. If these were his orders, he'd follow 
them. 


Vos let loose a sigh, his shoulders slumping slightly. Asher was 
surprised at the sudden change that came over him; where before 
he'd appeared to be a stony, brooding man, now he almost seemed 
like a pouting child. It was a whiplash that the poor clone was not 
prepared for. 


"You're really set on this, Luminara?" Vos asked, and the General's 
upturned lips only made him sigh again. He heard Commander 
Offee giggle. For his part, Asher stared at the scene in fascination. 


"You can't escape,” the Jedi Master sing-songed, and the Kiffar only 
sighed once more. Nonetheless, when Luminara held out his orders, 
Vos took them. It was like watching a pair of siblings. Who was elder 
or younger was a question of some uncertainty. 


"There was something else as well, General?" Asher prodded, 
hoping to move the conversation along. He didn't mind the playful 
side of his Jedi leaders, but all the same he preferred to get the 
salient points of any meeting done with as quickly as possible. 


"Right," Luminara said, her tone returning to that slower, more 
serene inflection that more than a few Jedi used. "Just a warning 
Commander, one that I've been sure to share with the other general 
staff as well. You're uneasy, aren't you?" 


Asher nodded silently, an inkling of what the General wanted to say 
already formed in his head. 


"Our enemy is a wily, cunning and ruthless commander. Twice now 
he has outwitted and decimated superior fleets, with comparatively 
light losses for himself. For him to simply abandon a planet, with 
hardly a fight at that, is not normal," Luminara said, with the other 
two Jedi nodding in ascent. Asher agreed; something about this 
gave him a terrible feeling. It was as if the fleet was poised at the 
edge of a yawning abyss, and they were too blind to stop and see 
the danger. 


"I'll make sure the men are on their toes, Sir. The 66th will be ready 
for anything." 


"Good to hear," the Jedi Master replied, offering a small smile. "Well, 


don't let me keep you. Dismissed, Asher, Vos." 


Asher clicked his heels and saluted, while Vos simply waved and 
began walking towards the door. The clone quickly followed, falling 
into step to the right of the Kiffar. They quickly made way through 
the halls, the presence of two high-ranking officers more than 
enough to clear a path through the otherwise bustling foot traffic. 
Once they were away from the worst of the crowd, Asher turned 
towards his new commander. 


"Well, sir, Since we're stuck together, fancy some caff? You'll need 
to know how the 66th works if you're gonna be worth a damn as a 
commander." 


Asher had the slight satisfaction of seeing the brooding Jedi's eyes 
widen in surprise. He had definitely not expected such a blunt 
statement, but if Vos was going to be with him for a while he was 
going to learn something very quickly; the 66th Legion didn't care for 
the delicate approach. 


Asher was rewarded with Vos's grin. "You know what? Why the hell 
not." 


En Route from Wroona to Vandelhelm, Two Weeks Later 


The Republic fleet continued its campaign, moving in force from 
Wroona to Vandelhelm. Several minor systems along the route had 
been captured, and garrisons put in place to keep the supply lines 
secure. Unlike at Wroona, Vader made no appearance at these 
systems. They had simply been left to their fate. 


This lack of battle only served to further agitate the Republic forces, 
their unease growing as the famed Nightmare of Milagro refused to 
engage them. Quite a few saw cowardice, and that was the line 
being taken up by pro-Republic news outlets. Others, however, felt 
that instead of cowardice, it was patience. Darth Vader wasn't 
running; he was waiting for the right moment to make his move. 


Regardless of their worries, the soldiers of the Republic pressed on, 


refusing to turn away from their mission. Yet another minor system 
had fallen under the fleet's umbrella, and yet another garrison was 
to be deployed. Unlike at Wroona, this system and so many others 
had been unable to evacuate in time. Not that there was much of 
importance; aside from the odd outpost and administrative center, 
the Confederate presence on these worlds was minimal. And they 
had long since destroyed or fled with any information which might 
aid the Republic. 


There was one common factor amongst these otherwise 
insignificant planets which served to further unnerve the 
commanders of the Republic expedition. It had been brushed aside 
at first, seen as simple separatist brutality. But it Kept happening, on 
every world they occupied. 


"Please, we need food!" 
"My children haven't eaten in three days!" 
"The droids burned it all!" 


On world after world, the fruits of labor had been stripped and 
burned away. The droid army, needing so little in terms of food and 
water, seldom took anything from the fields and orchards and 
livestock enclosures. They simply burned, cut down, and shot. The 
Confederacy did not need food, but it would not suffer letting the 
Republic have it either. 


"Help us, please!" 


The clones looked to each other; uncertainty hidden behind their 
blank faceplates. They'd embarked on this campaign expecting a 
hard-fought battle, crawling inch by inch through mud and sand and 
blood to dislodge the steel heel of a frightfully determined enemy. 
Instead, all they found was simple misery. 


"... We can't just leave them Sergeant." 


The clone in command, looking once again at the separatist civilians 
desperately begging for something, anything, felt his heart plummet. 
A woman stared at him with empty eyes, while a man tried to 


console his child who was crying because they couldn't eat. Behind 
them their farming village, surrounded by black fields and hollowed 
out dreams. He'd seen several places like this already, all different 
worlds with different people but all knowing the same despair. 


He couldn't look away. 


"Gather up in a line, keep it orderly!" he called out, making his 
decision. "We don't have much, but we've at least got water and 
some rations. I'll radio in for more, but you'll have to be patient! Don't 
worry, we won't let you starve!" 


The civilians cheered, and the clones felt the burden on their souls 
ease slightly. At least they could do good here. Food and water were 
brought in, the people were grateful. Wells may have been poisoned 
and fields burned, but they would not wither away into nothing. 


And so, the same scene was repeated, over and over. On world 
after world. The Republic forces, driven by basic decency, gave and 
gave. Their hearts would let them do nothing else. Their stocks 
smaller, and smaller, and smaller by the day. No one bothered to 
ask the question though. 


What happened when they too ran out of food? 


Coruscant, Three Days Later 


Far away and far removed, the devil watched and waited as the 
campaign unfolded. He had been on edge ever since the beginning 
of this expedition, cruel mind working frantically to come up with 
more solutions to turn it to his advantage. Data stream after data 
stream scrolled by, enough information to overwhelm most minds. 
For him it was never enough. Not a day went by where he didn't 
wish he could see and do more. He needed more, he needed the 
right piece to act upon, but-! 


A pause. 


An errant report enlarged and read thoroughly. 


Food and aid needed, a chance to do right in a galaxy gone so 
wrong. 


The stocks of valiant warriors dangerously low, being expended ina 
noble attempt to help those who were left with nothing. 


A perilous journey, but one that could be made if the enemy was 
kept unaware. 


The devil smiled. 


He had his piece. 


Onboard C.S.S. Ambitious, Five Days Later 


Close at hand and close involved, the dark admiral stared at the 
information on his holotable. A formation of dots moving across the 
galaxy at rapid pace, following a projected path that flew into the 
heart of danger. A series of coordinates and dates. All of it detailed 
and so far, accurate, as their observers had proven. 


Most importantly, a detail of the escort accompanying a mission of 
mercy. Something that in a different time he might have done 
everything to protect. 


"The scorched earth is starting to pay off, then,” Ventress said from 
her side of the table. Eyes like ice tracking the formation, predator 
drawn to prey. For his part Vader stared on, blank mask not once 
deviating from the opportunity that presented itself. 


"The enemy has proceeded exactly as calculations predicted," 3110 
chimed in, eyes flashing. "And intelligence has provided what we 
need. There will be no better opportunity to strike." 


He had stolen and burned, taking and taking from the people he had 
sworn an oath to protect. Once he knew that the Republic would use 
its own supplies to feed the starving, he had found their weakness. 
A single planet was vast. The area known as Southern Space 
infinitely vaster. Far too vast for the Republic to both advance and 
feed a now starving population. 


As a Sith, the maelstrom of suffering should have intoxicated him. 
He should thirst for the cocktail of misery and despair which the 
Southern Front had become, eager to inflict more and more. In 
some ways he did . Even now, a part of him snarled and strained, 
wishing to unleash devastation upon his enemy. Even now, he 
wanted to prove once again to the Jedi, to the galaxy, that he was 
here, that he would not go away. 


Another, equally large part of him simply wished to be done with it. 
Even the stale air from his respirator unable to banish the sour taste 
in his mouth. There was no valor, no glory in what he had done the 
past few weeks. 


What a warrior, what a soldier he was. His hand reaved and stole, 
his troops burned and pillaged, his ships ran and hid. He had 
gambled on this, he had pinned victory upon it, he had known what 
he was ordering, and yet- 


It didn't matter. Whether he regretted or not, this was the hand he 
had played. He would see it through. Victory was the only way to 
make the suffering he had witnessed meaningful now. 


"Commodore Kircheis," his bass voice called, said officer 
straightening. None could see behind his mask; none could see 
amber eyes that looked upon them all with tired resolve. "Take your 
Squadron. Circumvent the enemy lines. Destroy this convoy." 


A clicked heel, a swift salute. An equally tired, equally resolved face. 
Kircheis would do his duty quickly and efficiently. He also simply 
wanted the affair to be over. 


"At once, sir." 


Author's Note: The year marches on, and so do I. It is far overdue, 
but | return, dear readers. 


This is the build up for the decisive events of the campaign. | 
originally planned to go into more detail, talking about the logistics of 
it all and why the numbers mattered, but in the end, | decided a 


shorter, more emotional lense suited what is happening far better. 
War is hell, and everyone is learning that as the conflict drags on. 
From the soldiers in the trenches to the generals in their 
headquarters, everyone is affected one way or another. Everyone 
must find the strength to move forward and make something of it in 
their own way. 


Various ambiences were used in the making of this chapter, from 
Star Wars to WW2 to 40K. They were... surprisingly inspiring. 


Anyway, happy reading, and thank you all for your forbearance and 
support. 


NOTICE OF RELOCATION 


Posting this notice so everyone gets the memo. | am no longer 
publishing on this website. If you want to continue following my 
stories, | have moved to Ao3 (ArchiveOfOurOwn), under 
MuseofSchleissheim. | look forward to seeing you all there! 


